s

INTRODUCTION TO PART TWO:
A COGNITIVE-PSYCHOLOGICAL
PERSPECTIVE ON READING

Part Two considers reading from a cogmtive-psychological perspective,
First the interpretations and recommendations of two further distinguished
literacy educators will be presented. 'These particular scholars have made
a major contributton to current literacy policy m England. They draw on
psycho-lingusstic ideas tn thewr recommendations and suggestions but a
major thrust of their thinking is mformed by 2 cogmitive-psychological
theory of literacy.

Following the transcripts of our two schoiars, the following themes will
be considered in some detail: the stages learners go through as they become
more sophisticated readers, the practical implications for the classroom of
this evidence, phonoiogical and phonemic awareness, and comprehension
development and reading to tearn. Finally, this part will consider the mpact
that the cognitive-psychological approach has had on policy and practice.




LAURA HUXFORD'S
OBSERVATIONS, SUGGESTIONS AND
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Profile of Laura Huxford

Laura taught manly i primary schoots and children with special educa-
tional needs. She also taught and led pre-service and in-service teacher
education courses at what is now the Umversity of Gloucestershire. She
used miscue anaiysis extensively 1 courses to enable teachers to understand
how children orchestrate strategies when reading. Her PhD was about
young children’s developing reading and writing. She became Director of
Traming for the National Literacy Strategy in 1998. Since then she has pro-
duced Progression tn Phonics, Developing Early Writing, Grammar for Wiiiing
and the Additional Literacy Support Programme within the NLS.

What follows 15 a summary of Laura’s observations of Stephen. Her recom-
mendations to his teacher are outlined and the theoretical rationale underpin-
ming those suggestions 1s highlighted. Laura participated in the symposium
at the United Kingdom Reading Association’s annual conference in Oxford
2000 in which a group of scholars presented thew interpretations of Stephen
as a reader and how he could be supported. These participants only had the
video and transcmipt evidence of Stephen's reading and retelling at that
pount — they did not have any other information about him or his learning
context. What follows is based, for the most part, on that presentation, on
Laura’s own notes of her presentation and to a lesser extent on an interview
I conducted with her some time later. T was especially interested in Laura’s
response to the four key questions:
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1 What do we know about Stephen as a reader?

2 What eilse would you like to know zbout him?

3 What should his teacher do to enhance his reading?

4 What theoretical perspectives underpin your suggestions?

Laura’s first impressions of Stephen

Laura described her first impresstons of Stephen as follows:

He s willing and even keen to flip through the books on display but
he’s a shy, slow, hesitant reader expecting the teacher to tell him words
he doesn’t know. He makes little attempt to use any cueing systems
other than occasionally sounding out words. He gives the impression
he may have been drilled in phonics at the expense of other strategies.
He 1s probably reading too slowly to make sense of the text — i.e. the
context strategy searchlight cannot come mto play. His ability to retell
some of the narrative may have been dependent on the pictures or
from hearing the book read before. 1t 1s unlikely he 15 making much
sense out of the text.

What Stephen appears to be able to do

Following a closer examination of the video evidence, Laura listed all the
knowledge and skills that Stephen appeared to have. In doing this she
speculated about the thinking that Stephen was engaged in as he read.

o Word recognition: He read correctly most of the words; many were high-
frequency words but he also read naughty, woke, schooi, friend, peanut,
and anywhere, These could be in his sight vocabulary; some may have
been deduced from the text if he were making meaning. He was particul-
arly able on words with apostrophe omission e.g. doesn't, wouldn',
didn't, wasn’t, that’s, don’t. He picked up the word threw on its second
appearance.

o Phonics: He showed he could make correct letter to sound correspond-
ences and could blend consonant—vowel-consonant {CVC), He was pre-
pared to have a go at other words and knew that building words from
letters was an option e.g. affter.

o Grammar. Stephen used grammatical knowledge. Where he did make an
error, the error was almost always grammatically plausible, e.g. She was
looking at the feathers (07-10). He substituted The for She (07) — a new
sentence could start with The — and later he said a for the (09). Qther gram-
matically plausible errors and self-corrections inciuded: did for does (55),
he for 1(58), keep for kept (63), track for tunnel {126}, came for crept {167).
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o Context: Stephen is reading for meaning. Instances where Stephen’s
substitutions indicated that he bad obvicusly understood what he was
reading and was trying to continue to make sense are came for crept
{167} and track for tunnel (126). At 07 where he substituted The for She,
hie stopped reading. We don't know what he was doing 1n that pause, He
had read The but wouldn’t read on even though the teacher’s finger was
on the next word was. Could 1t be that he realized that The was would
not make sense? He read was without hesitation on subsequent occa-
sions. A similar situation occurred later with the words she and looked
(22). He said the agam and refused to read on to the word looked even
though he knew the word, as evidenced by his reading it correctiy later
mn the text.

o Orchesirating the strategies: Most of the substitutions fiad a sumilarity m at
ieast the initial fetter indicating that Stephen was combimng his knowledge
of letters with another strategy either grammaiical or contextual (or both).

Contrary to first ympressions, Stephen must have been getting the
sense out of this book, not just 1n an overarching way from the pictures
but word by word, otherwise he could not have made errors which
were semantically/grammatically plausible with such consistency. Fur-
thermore, he was concerried to make sense — as indicated by the refusal to
read the next word when he knew what it was (page 9). Nevertheless,
he was manifestly not imparting meamng to the listener and his inter-
est in the book (perhaps wn reading) was not evident. What appeared to
c.n a reasonable grasp of phonics was probably much more limited, He
sfiowed that he could read CVC words and he tried to sound out other
words but often he didn’t have the phonic knowledge to recognize
digraphs or a strategy to deal with two-syllable words.

m&;m:nm Laura would need to make a more informed
judgement

v

What Stephen appears not to be able to do These are the questions that Laura posed in relation to the evidence she

would like to have about Stephen m order to make a more mformed judge-

; ified i i I howed himseif ; ;
Laura identified four key areas of reading n which Stephen sho ment about him as-a reader. She would like answers to all these questions.

to have particular weaknesses.

I Was this his typical reading behaviour?

1 He was reluctant to have a go at the longer words which were not in his 2 What support was he having at home? i
!

sight vocabulary either by guessing from the context or sounding out.

He tended to expect the teacher to tell him. 3 MNHHW ﬂwwm,w Ur_m attitude to reading? For example, does he ever read :

2 He didn't correct himself very often, but he &.Q:; make many errors to 4 Did he nb_m< reading “information’ books? N
correct as he was told most of the words he didn't know. . 5 Does the teacher use shared and guided readin with the ciass?

3 He may have been using Soa-wEEEm strategies 1.e. analogy, chunking 6 What was the classroom read m.w 5 assy |
m some of the words he read correctly, but we have no way of knowing. 7 How often did he read — to :ma@.“wnozioﬂ tees ; ,w
But he didn't have an effective strategy for tackling long words. If he 8 How recently had he lear Qm_w m@% ’ !O:M\nnmno:nnnwz. ,“
attempted them at all, he tended to start at the begmning and say all the 9 Could he write CVC SQH.MW mca end ) :EMEM.
letters. He didn't appear to know the vowel digraphs except possibly ee 10 pd words with adjacent consonants?

Had he been systematically taught vowel digraphs? :

{feeding) e.g. he sounded out threw as thr — e — w, In summary, he 1s at . ‘ )
gleg 11 What strategres was he being taught for tackling two-svlable words?

a fairty basic level in the use of phonics 1.e. he can biend CVC words and
knows that word building is an option.

4 He wasn't reading with much expression or sense of meaning. Although
he was reading most words correctly, there were still too many which he
needed to pay attention to, to get fluency.

What his teacher might do

Laura went on to describe the teaching approach Stephen’s teacher might
use to advance his reading skills and attitudes. She says:

Comparing first impressions with in-depth analysis 1 If he’s alone i the class m his apathy to books, appeal to his interests

provide appropriate material, write notes to him, fix up a fax/email
correspondent. |
2 If the class 1s generally unmotivated 1n reading, get gomng with some-
thing exciting — use drama, get them involved with communicating

Laura compared her imtial impressions with those she obtaned through
her more detailed and close observation of Stephen reading and retelling to
his teacher.
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outside the class — generally create genuine and exciting purposes for
reading and writing.

3 Model reading strategies i shared reading,.

4 Get him to remind the rest of the group of the range of reading strat-
egies in guided reading and expect him to demonstrate his use of them.
At first show him what strategies he 15 using; later, ask him what strat-
egy he thinks he 1s using. Encourage him to cross-check with another
strategy when he has figured out an unknown word e.g. if he has used
a couple of letters and then deduced the rest from the context, make
sure he matches the word on the page with the word he said and then
get him to tell you sounds for all parts of the word. This s a way to
becomng autonomous by teaching himself how words are formed.

5 Give him books with fewer words he has to tussie with. He was at
frustration level with this book. He snouldn’t need to wonder about
more than one word per sentence. If he 15 given a book with more new
words than this, they should be primed 1 some way before or as he
reads.

6 Find a way to increase reading ‘bulk’ by either using a buddy system in
school or establishing a regular reading slot at home (or both).

7 Place him on the appropriate Additional Literacy Support (ALS) moedule:

m the phonics programme he probably needs vowei digraphs, tackling

long words, and past tense verbs.

Fluency building: ask him to find the next full stop and to read to 1t.

9 Read to the class a ot, including non-fiction.

10 Find plenty of excuses to write — writing will spur his ability to decode

better than anything and may well be the key to motivation.

11 Make the whole busmess fun!

o

Underpinning reading theory

Laura noted that much of the theory underpinning the above analysis 1s
contained in the research reviews by Marilyn Adams (1990 and Clay {2001).
The observations and suggestions also draw on the work of Chomsky,
Ehrt, Frith, Goodman, Holdaway, Rumelhart, and Stanovich.

T would suggest that the theoretical perspective of all these researchers
could be convemently described as straddling the psycho-linguistic and
cognitive-psychological perspectives on the reading process. In view of
Laura Huxford’s professional role it 1s not surprising that these theoretical
perspectives also strongly underpin the National Literacy Strategy. These
perspectives are explaned and discussed more fully below.

DAVID WRAY’S
OBSERVATIONS, SUGGESTIONS AND
THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVES

Profile of David Wray

David Wray taught in primary schools for 10 vears and is currently Professor
of Literacy Education at the Uruversity of Warwick. He has publi$hed over
30 books on aspects of literacy teaching and is best known for his work on
developing teaching strategies to heip pupils access the curricuium through
literacy. This results m such innovations as the Extending Interactions with
Texts (EXIT} model to guide the teaching of reading to learn, and writing
@manm to heip with the writing of fictual text types. His work has becn
made an mtegral part of the National Literacy Strategy at both primary and
secondary levels. [lis major recent publications include: English 7-11 {Wray
1995); Developing Children’s Non-Fiction Writing (Wray and Lewis 1995);
Writing Frames (Lewis and Wray 1996); Extending Literacy (Wray and Lewis
1997); Writing Across the Curricutum {Lew1s and Wray 1998); Literacy in the

Secondary School (Lewis and Wray 1999); and Teaching Literacy Effectively
(Wray ef al. 2001).

This 15 an edited version of a telephone conversation I conducted with
David in February 2002,

KATHY HALL AWEVO Thank you, David, for agreeing to do this interview by
telephone. I appreciate the time you've taken to participate in the project.

What de you feel we know about Siephen as a reader?
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DAVID WRAY (DWY: The first thing is the lack of confidence which 1s
apparent from the very begmning. I thought that was an mteresting fea~
ture. He started off very lacking n confidence and hesitant, but as he got
going, and in the second bit of reading, he was doing very weil. He got a
bit of a head of steam going. He recognized some words n that second
section that were much more difficuit I think than some he didn't recognize
in the first section. Once you get gomg, 1t’s confidence really and this 1s
what happened with Stephen here, T think.

There's quite a bit of reliance on context especially picture cues. Although
there was some evidence that e was using phomnics 1 thought what he wasn’t
doing terribly well is blending. He was able to recogmuze initial sounds and
sounds by themselves, but pulling them together seemed to be the difficuit
part of it for him. Even though iie read that first section very hesitatingly,
it was quite impressive how much he remembered from 1t. And that wasn't
what I'd expected from looking at the video. I thought he would have
remembered much less of what he’d read because the reading was so broken
and so hesitant, but he did seem to understand the story quite well and
could retell reasonably well, T thought.

So those are the kinds of things [ think I would pick up about him as a
reader.

KH: Thanks for thai. Whai else would you like to kuour about him?

DW: 1 would like to know how he would read m rather less stressful
carcumstances. He was bemg videoed and also he was reading out loud.
Reading aloud is stressful for many kids and this 1s part of the theory I will
come onto [ater. It seems to me that reading aloud is not always the same as
reading to yourself and you perform differently in the two contexts. And
Stephen here 1s put under some stress and T want to know how he would
read in less stressful crcomstances, when there 1sn’t such pressure,

How does he respond to reading? I'm thinking of things like: can he
follow written instructions? When he's read descriptions in a story can he
draw a reasonably accurate picture of what he's read? Can he use wntten
nformation in his own subsequent writing? Those sorts of things are ways
of getting at how kids read which don’t require that oral performance.
Those are the things | would like to know. I'd like to see him n different
circumstances 1n order to know what he understands from his reading. I'd
like to see him 1n situations that do not require oral performance.

If 1 were his teacher T would want to look more closeiy at his blending
to see whether there were any contexts i which he could blend more
effectively. 1 would want to look at what kind of circumstances [ would be
able to devise, and what games and activities I could devise to help him to
do that, so the blending 15 something I'd want to work on.
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KH: Whai should his teacher do?

DW: Three things.

First make the reading experience predomunantly less stressful than it
seemns to be here. He clearly lacks confidence and T think his confidence
needs building up by expenence of success and it seems to me that success
15 the crucial thing. He has to expenence reading as a good and pieasing
experience., And that's not going to be the case if it’s always going to be a
performance. I think his teacher needs to give him iots more experience of
reading silently and then having to do some follow-up activities to use
wiat he’s read. So that’s the first thing - using comprehension in a diffes-
ent way.

The second 15 a technical thing and that 15 to work on his blending.
Hopefully not decontextualized exercises but he does need some 1ntensive
work on pulling sounds together and making words.

Thirdly, and this 15 probably the one you would expect from me, 1'd like
to see him given a wider choice of reading. Tm always struck when kids
are asked to choose 1n that context - there were five or six books on that
table but not one of them was non-fiction. They were all storybooks. We
haven't seen this child necessarily at his best because 1t may be that non-
fiction texts would allow him to perform better. And teachers very often
do that, thev often assume that reading a story 1s the be-all and end-all, and
it’s not. There’s lots that kids can read and choose to read by themselves.
And so his teacher needs to give him wider choice and broaden the range.
She mught find texts that he 1s quite keen to read and willing to grve more
attention and energy to.

KH: What theoreizcal perspectives underpin your suggesiions?

DW: The one I already mentioned -- that 1s that 1 think reading aioud 15
different to reading silently. And I suppose miscue analysis has led us to
think 1n this kind of way, that we assume that by analysing how a child
reads aloud in response to a text would actually get us a very good picture
of the reading strategies the child s using and so on, But 1 think we can be
musled by this sometimes as 1t seems to me that by reading silently you can
use quite different strategies to get at wmeaning and 1t can all take place
much faster in a way, Miscue gives only a partial picture about reading.
That’s one theoretical thing | guess.

There’s a more general thing about children’s progress, and this 1s not
Just relevant to reading, it’s relevant to learning anvything. I think children
have to succeed, It seems to me that the job of the teacher 1s to make sure
that kids succeed at something. Of course there’s an instructionat role, but
teachers need to make sure that children can do something well and help
them to know they can do 1t well. I'm sure this 1sn't the normal experience
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that Stephen fas of reading. Clearly his teacher 1s very concerned about
him and they have a very close relationship — you could tell that from the
tape. But if that was his experience of reading then it's no wonder he’s
struggling. It’s really highlighting what he doesn’'t do well. Tt makes the
whole busmess a very pamnful thing to engage m so to help children do well
they have to be allowed to succeed. Teachers have a responsibility to ensure
that happens whatever 1t takes — whether 1t means reading very very sumple
texts, whether 1t means downg what she did do in fact, that 1s reading along-
side, choral reading. And that’s not just about reading; it’s about learmung
generally.

And the third thing 1s what I would call privileging story, privileging
narrative. And that’s aimost universal in primary schools, that kids learn to
read on storvbooks. It seems to me this is just so wide off the mark for
many of them. And there 15 2 gender thing; many of them, particularly
boys, would respond much better to reading if it was about the kinds of
worlds that they mentally nhabit themselves., When I think of my own 4-
year-old who obviousiy 15 not reading vet, but when he chooses texts or
things to talk about they're always about soldiers and cars and typical boys’
things. They re all factual things, they’re not fiction that he’s engaged n.
He's engaged in listing and naming and pulling things apart and looking at
them. Now [ want him when he starts reading to be allowed to choose
texts which relate to his own interests, those predilections about how you
mterpret the world., And we often don’t do that especially for boys — we
offer a biased view of what counts as reading,.

KH: Can I jusi ask you aboul the people who influenced you most tn your thinking?

DW: A number of people influenced me. My 1nitial intraduction to lit-
eracy was done by Goodman and Smith — there’s no doubt about that.
These were the people whose ideas really strick home with me when I was
a teacher and I was lucky enough to hear Ken Goodman speak at an UKRA
conference when | was still teaching and it just made so much sense 1n
terms of what I was seemng my kids doing and nobody had ever talked
quite like that to me before, mtroducing those ideas. Obviously having
looked at 1t in more detail | think there are parts where the Goodman ideas
are not quite right — we’ve learned more, but that wiole new take on what
reading was about, 1t just opened my evyes. I would be a different person if
I hadn't been introduced to Ken Goodman’s ideas. And Frank Smith as
well; Frank Smith 1s very challenging, looking at common sense and then
saying, hang on, is that so common?

The other thing that got me into this whole business in the first place
was doing an Open Umiversity course many many years ago, called read-
ing development, and going on to do a diploma n reading development at
that ttme. A Jot of people of my generation around the country did that
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course at the time. It produced a commonality of our ¢xperience and our
philosophies I think, and that agam introduced me to the whole idea of
comprehension and what understanding was about. Context use — all those
sorts of things mn reading — and the fact that it wasn’t just about saying
things out loud and getting the words right, 1t was about understanding
what you were doing, that was the crucial thing. Now of course 1 had
thought about those things as a teacher but I hadn’t really thought about
them sericusly so 1t was that course and | guess it was people like John
Merntt who fed that course — such people were very influential,

More recently | have been influenced by Marilyn Adams and she does
have a new line on things and her ideas open your eyes to things we often
forget.

KH: And your own work over the years, the various projects yow've done, for

example the project on effective literacy teachers — presumably all that has shaped
your thinking?

DW: Yes, and here 1t's different kinds of people shaping one’s thinking.
Our work on non-fiction — that changed my thinking — obviousiy I had a
feeling 1t was very important. It was working alongside teachers 1n class-
rooms who were inspiring their kids to do wonderful things. You nught
go along to a teacher and sav I read this idea in an articie, [ wonder if you'd
like to have a go and see if it works, and you come back two weeks Iater
and they've done brilliant things with it — much more than I could ever do.
I could list at least a dozen teachers’ names who have been significant 1n
that area of non-fiction. So 1t 1s teachers in classrooms that influence you
there, more than any major theoretical insights. It’s finding practical ways
of responding to the theory that's the real challenge because the theory
can’t alwavs be applied easily. )

The effective teachers of literacy project — this was a privileged expen-
ence, bemg n classrooms with teachers who were very good at it, who
were downg things far better than I could, how they kept all those different
demands going, they were doing some staggering work.

KH: Thank you very much.




WORDS MATTER

Introduction

While the scholars whose suggestions we have presented so far clearly draw
on psycho-lingustic perspectives m their interpretations of Stephen. to
varying degrees they also incorporate suggestions that have a basis 1n
cognitive psychology. For them there is no discontinwty or conflict 1 this
eclecticism but what 1s interesting is the way they draw that balance, ..e.
the relative emphasis, for examplie, placed on meanng and code breaking
and the relative emphasis placed on systematic teaching of word recogii-
tron and on responding to print.

This section considers reading from a cognitive-psychological perspect-
1ve; 1t reviews the contribution to our understanding of the reading process
offered by this perspective; and 1t considers its impact 11 current policy.
The point of this discussion 1s to nvite you to develop a critical awareness
of what this position on reading 1s, to understand the debates and un-
answered guestions and, on that basis, to begin to connect policies and
practices on reading with their theoretical origins.

I will begin by summarizing some of the more controversial messages
that the psycho-lingwstic school of thought had delivered and go on to
present an account of the findings arising from cognitive-psychological
research on reading that questioned some of those messages. The extent
to which some of our experts subscribed to the cognitive-psychological
research 1s already evident m the interview data but we will revisit their
specific suggestions occasionally in the light of a fuller account of the theory.
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Although you have only had mnterpretations of Stephen and his reading
needs from four scholars so far, you will have noticed that all of them {and
indeed others whom we introduce later) referred to the need to improve his
word recognition level and to develop his fluency in reading. Effective
teaching m decoding and fluency 1s critical for Stephen and pupils having
this kind of difficulty need bigh-quality and explicit decoding strategy teach-
Ing. You may have other readers who have adequate decoding facility but
still read slowly, without much intonation, expression or emphasis. They
may pronounce all the words right but still struggie to read. The cognitive-
psychological perspective on reading has made a considerable contribution
to our understanding of what 1s involved in these processes.

I have atready stressed the major contribution that the psycho-linguistic
approach made to our understanding of reading and its development. But if
you also look at reading through a cogmitive-psychoiogical lens, you are
likely to extend the range of strategies m your teaching repertoire.

Five major questions can be usefully debated now. These are:

* To what extent can we characterize the reader as progressing through
stages, or 1s a non-stage model acceptable and what are the pedagogicai
implications of this?

What 1s phonological awareness and what 15 its significance?

How are phonologicat awareness and phonic knowledge developed?
What has cognitive psychology taught us about developing comprehension?
What has been the impact of the cognitive-psychological perspgctive on
reading 1n England?

Throughout the various sections, the practical implications for the classroom
will be integrated into the discussion and references will be made to our scho-
lars” suggestions. There are aiso separate sections on key aspects of practice.

Cognitive-psychological concerns about the
psycho-linguistic stance

As we saw, wholeness, authentic language, meaning and reader response are
the hallmarks of the psycho-linguistic view. It 1s one that involves both text
and context. Frank Smith, i particular, contended that context cues played
the major role it comprehending text. Moreover, 1ts philosophical principies
of empowering learners, of positioming the learners as agents of their own
learming and of the status attributed to the learners’ responses to literature all
contributed to a child-injvated and interest-initiated (as opposed to teacher-
centred) pedagogy, and to some considerable resistance to teacher-driven or
objectives-led curricula and to direct teaching or skills remforcement. All of
this was criticized within cognitive psychology as operating on assumptions
that empincal evidence did not support. In other words, as far as some
cogilitive psychologists were concerned, it lacked scientific backing.
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Reading acquisition as stage or non-stage?

One of the major areas of debate in reading fias been about whether children
progress through reading stages or whether the reading process 1s essenti-
ally the same for the experienced and the novice reader. This is a point that
often distingishes those taking a strong cognitive-psychological perspective
from those adhering to a psycho-linguistic stance. Drawing on the work of
Juel (1991), the difference between those two positions, in relation to stage

or non-stage, can be convemently summarized in a table as follows:

Table 1 Stage and non-stage models of reading development

Stage model (cognitive-psychoiogical)

Non-siage model (psycho-lingusiic)

There are qualitative differences
between experienced and begmner
reacders. Readers go through different
stages which are characterized by the
addition of more efficient ways of
identifying words.

There are differences 1n the processes
readers go through, not just differences
m the control that readers can exert
over the processes.

Word identification 1s the Key to
comprehension. And knowledge of
orthography 15 more important m that
essential task than syntactic or semantic
knowledge.

Maximal orthographic information
15 used. The efficient use of
orthographic knowiedge ieads to
better comprehension.

Reading process 1s the same for

all readers, regardless of reading
experience, but there are differences

m the control readers have over the
processes, that 1s how they use the cues
available to them.

These differences are quantitative, not
qualitative. They depend on quantitative
growth about knowledge of language
{syntax) and the world (meamng}.

Reading 15 more dependent on
knowledge of the world and of
language context than it 13 of knowledge
of the printed word i.e. orthographic
knowiedge 1s less important.

Minmmal certhographic information
15 used.

Source: Motns ef al. {1996)

Non-stage models emphasize the importance of oral reading and mim-

mize the role of decoding skill 1n [earning to read. For those proponents
reading material should be rich 1n meanng and language quality. The stage
proponents, on the other hand, attribute prionty to early learning of spell-
ng—sound correspondences. Therefore they emphasize texts that have some
degree of controlled vocabulary in order to make the alphabetic system as
explicit as possible. Cognitive-psychologists view the understanding of the
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alphabetic nature of written language as key and that 15 considered the
major hurdle for the begmner reader. It's important to emphasize though
that both schools of thought view reading as a search for meaning and as a
goal-directed activity. They agree on the destination, so to speak, but dis-
agree on the journey to that destination.

There are several stage models mn the cognitive-psychological literature
(e.g. Gough and Hillinger 1950; Chall 1983; Frith 1985; Ehr1 1987; Ehri and
Wilce 1987) and, although they all differ in some minor respects, they are
essentially the same in relation to one unportant aspect. That 15, they all
accord huge importance to decoding or deciphering words. On this there 1s
undoubted consensus. Moreover, stage models demonstrate that over tume
the child does actually learn to read in qualitatively different ways. Because
of the scale of the consensus regarding both the significance of deciphering
words and the staged process of reading acqusition, T have decided that
1t 15 not necessary to discuss the munor differences in the various stage
models here, fascmating though these are in some respects. This is because
my main concern is to demonstrate the contribution that the cognitive-
psychotogists made to our understanding of the reading process and to
enhance appreciation of the theoretical perspectives that our scholars bring
to bear on therr suggestions for reading development in the classroom.

A stage theory of reading acquisition and how to progress
fo the next stage )

It 15, however, appropriate to discuss just one of the stage models as illus-
trative of the field, Henrietta Dombey (Part Three) and Laura Huxford
both referred to at least one stage theory n thesr discussion of the theory
mforming thewr suggestions for Stephen. [ will take the work of Linnea
Ehri and, to a lesser extent, that of Marilyn Jager Adams as an example,
not least because Laura Huxford’s account of what Stephen’s teacher might
do to support him 1s heavily mfluenced by their work. Laura refers to both
Ehri and Adams as having influenced her thinking. David Wray aiso talked
about the importance of the work of Adams,

What Ehri found so mysterious 1s the way readers are able to look at a
word and 1mmediately get its meaning without any effort at decoding the
word. Just sight of the word triggers immediate recognition. How do
beginner readers then acquire the ability to recognize words rapidly and
automatically? How 15 1t that readers are able to store and remember new
words easily after very few encounters with those same words? Ehri spent
over two decades researching these questions or varations of them.

Sight word reading, she argues, 15 used the most because it 15 fast and
automatic. In using the term sight word reading, Ehri is clearly referring to
the processes that learners acquire as they learn to read. She dispels some
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comumon misconceptions about sight reading. One 1s that only irregularly
spelled words are read by sight. Instead she emphasizes that all words,
including those that are easily decoded, become sight words once they have
been read several times. Second, her work (and that of other ‘stage’ theor-
15ts) suggests that, contrary to popular belief, sight word reading 15 not a
flashcard method of teaching reading, but rather a process of reading words
by accessing them m memory. However, teachers will be familiar with the
use of ‘sight word’ as a teaching method whereby sight words are under-
stood to mean the high-frequency, wregulariy spelled words pupils are
taught to read as unanalysed wholes, often on flash cards (e.g. “once’,
‘thewr’, ‘come’). And third, she dispeis the notion that sight word reading
involves memorizing the visual features of words like their shapes and that
1t has nothing to do with letter-sound correspondence. She strongly rejects
this, saying ‘Mature forms of sight word learning are aiphabetic and phono-
logical at root’ (Ehr1 1995: 117).

The key to sight word reading, Ehri discovered, 1s a process she termed
connection forming. Connections are created, she says, that link the wris-
ten forms of words to their sounds and meamngs and these connections are
stored 1n the reader’s word memory (or lexicon). The stage aspect of her
theory denves from her further discovery that different types of con-
necttons predomunate at different points mn development. The notion of
connectionism is common among stage-reading theorists (e.g. Stanovich
1992). Ehri's thinking is that advances i reading ability occur as new
processes or strategtes for word identification are used by the reader.

It 18 interesting that m so many of her writings (e.g. 1991, 1994, 1995,
1999) Ehri begms by noting that there are many ways to read words other
than by sight but she says these ways are only used in the case of words not
known by sight. One way, other than sight reading, 1s decoding or phono-
logical recoding. This refers to the process of transforming graphemes mto
phonemes and then blending the phonemes mto pronunciations. Another
way 15 reading by analogy and this refers to the process of using known
sight words to read unknown words that share letters, e.g. recogmzing
‘slant’ by analogy to ‘plant’. In this she 15 drawing on the research, now
very familiar to teachers m Britain, of Bryant and Goswami. Yet another
way 1s reading by predicting which refers to the process of generating
sensible guesses about words based on context cues or on 1itial letters or
both. In this of course she is clearly drawing on the insights made available
by Goodman and others of the psycho-lingwstic school.

Pre-alphabet phase

Because of its significance 1 all the stages of reading acqusition, Ehri uses
the word ‘atphabet’ in her labeis for the four stages she theorizes that children
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go through as they learn to recognize words by sight. The first phase, the
pre-alphabet phase, describes 2 tune when the learner stores 1 MEmMOry
conrections between selected visual cues and words. Such cues might be
sigle visual cues to remember the word, like a thumbprint appearing next
to a word as reveaied in one study (Gough and Juel 1991}, or the locatzon of
the word on the page, or the shape of two round eyes in the word ‘look’.
Letter—sound cohnections are not involved at this stage. When children 1n
this phase recognize print 1n therr environment such as fast food restaurant
signs, they do so by remembering the visual cues that go along with the
print rather than the actual words themselves (Ehr1 1994). Children connect
to the meaning or the idea and not the actual word, so frequently they offer
variable rather than precise wordings ~ semantically appropriate substitu-
tions. The child is minimally dependent on graphic mformation at this
stage and maximally dependent on context information.

At this stage what’s important 15 that the beginner reader has lots of
quality literacy expertences in order to appreciate print’s commmunicative
function. Essentiai would be the opportunity to listen to stories, the oppor-
tunuty to see print being used for meanmingful purposes, for example dictat-
ing a story or a message while the teacher writes it down, reading and
writing greeting cards etc. (Sulzby and Teale 1991). Other suitable class-
room activities to expose the child to print at this stage might mclude
drawing the child’s attention to print mn the environment; labefling of class-
room objects; and use of big books where they can see, and perhaps follow,
the prmt as the teacher reads. .

Partial alphabetic phase

Once learners acquire some knowledge of the alphabet system, however,
sight word reading shifts into a partial alphabetic phase. Now connections
are made between letters in written words and sounds 11 the pronpunciation
of those words. ‘Partial’ 1s used to describe this stage because the learner
attends only to the most salient letters — usually the most salient letters are
the first and final ones of the word. To remember sight words by this
means, learners need to know the retevant letter—sound correspondences
and they need to be able to segment utial and final sounds i words. To
move pupils on from the first to the second phase, 1t seems they should be
helped to notice shared sounds in words, to segment 1mutiak sounds in the
pronunciation of words, and to recognize that letters symbolize 1nitial sounds
1n words.

Phornemic awareness is necessary at this stage. Because of the significance
of phonemic awareness i the deveiopment of early reading and because of
the unique contribution that cognitive-psychology contributed to our undet-
standing of this phenomenon, a later section 1s devoted to its development.
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Phonic knowledge 15 also important for this stage and [ will also discuss
that more fully fater. :

A good way to progress children who are at this stage would be to
E_mnnm the emphasis on sense making and the development of alphabetic
knowledge while at the same tune encouraging the child to use multipie
cue sources. As a child 1s reading, Marie Clay (1989) suggested these four
cue sources mught be emphasized to good effect:

I Sense and meaning: Does 1t make sense?

2 Visual cues: Does that look right?

3 Letters/sounds: What would you expect to see?
4 Structure, grammar: Can we say it that way?

The uaﬁ_:mmm. of the partial aiphabetic phase over the earlier stage 1s that 1t
provides the beginning of a system to support memory. Knowing the

alphabetic system greatly supports the task of noticmg and remembening
relevant connections between written words and their pronunciations.

Full alphabetic phase

Once learners get full knowiedge of the alphabetic system, complete con-
nections are formed between graphemes m spellings and phonemes mn the
sounds of words. The full alphabetic phase 15 reached when readers realize
that most graphemes symbolize phonemes . the spelling system. Un-
w.soé: words can now be identified by attending to all the graphic informa-
tion. Unknown waords can be read because the reader can now transform
c:mE:mE. spellings of words tnto blended pronunciations.

The early part of this stage 15 characterized by lots of sounding out and
concentration on the letters. At the beginmng of this stage, Chall (1983)
suggests, the child may giue to print by which she means that the child’s
attention may be overtly directed to spelling—sound relationships. She aiso
described it as grunting and groaning because children often hesitantiy go
through a text calling words aloud. Stahl (1997) describes this as fixed on
print. In my view this 15 exactly where Stephen 15 — he 15 placing great
emphasis on accurate decoding of words. In generai, the distingwishing
feature of this stage 15 that spellings become bonded to pronunciations of
words m memory.

One obvious advantage of representing sight words more completely 1s
that 463 reading becomes much more precise (Ehrt 1994), Learning to
decode (or decipher) 1s vital for moving from rudimentary reading to read-
g large numbers of words.

‘ Cunmingham and Cunningham (1992) argue that invented spelling dur-
ng wriing has potential for developing children’s orthographic know-
ledtge. They suggest activities such as ‘Making Words’. This s an activity
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m which children are individually given some letters that they use to make
words. Children make between 12 and 15 words, beginnming with two-
letter words and continuing to three-, four-, five-, six-~, seven-letter or
longer until the final word 15 made. The final word includes all the tetters
they have that day and children are usually keen to figure out what word
can be made from all the letters. ‘Making Words’ 1s an active, hands-on,
manipulative activity in which children discover sound—letter relationships
and begin to see patterns in words. They aiso learn that changing just one
letter or a sequence of letters changes the whole word.

Another strategy that could be used for readers 1n this and the earlier
phase was developed, tested and found effective by Gaskins et al. (1996/97).
The Benchmark Word Identification (BWI) Program sought to enable
pupils to use key words to decode unknown words. This is how they went
about achieving this. They selected about 100 words for pupils to analyse
during the school year, chosen according to key criteria. The words con-
tamed spelling patterns that are frequent in English and that cropped up
frequentty in children’s books. They contained the full variety of imtial
consonants, digraphs, and blends that beginming readers would encounter
in thetr books. For example, the word ‘truck’ was picked to represent the
letter pattern ‘-ck’ and the ‘tt” blend. They then taught three or four key
words per week using explicit teaching that mciuded the following:

« stretching out the pronunciabions of words to analyse constituent sounds
m the words;

analysing the visual forms of words;

talking about matches between sounds and letters;

noting sumilarities to sounds and letters h other words already learned;
remembering how to spell the word.

-

All of these word analysis approaches were modelled to develop the pupils’
metacognitive awareness and control over therr word learning, ‘and these
word analysis approaches were applied as necessary as they read connected
text with the familiar letter patterns. These texts were first read to pupils as
they pomt and follow, then they were echoed and choral read. Finally the
children read all or parts of the text on their own., The teachers discussed
with pupils why they were learming words 1n this way. To quote how one
teacher spoke to her class: ‘We fully analyze words, because if we get into
our heads every single letter for a word matched to every single sound, we
will be able to get the word back out when we want to read 1t or write it
again’ (Gaskins et al. 1996/7: 250). The pupils were encouraged to become
word detectives. Phonics rules were not taught, but pupils were encouraged
and expected to generate and verbalize their discoveries about the make-up
of words. Therr induction processes about regularities of the spelling systems
were guided and supported — they were not left to discover the spelling
system on their owi.
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Consclidated alphabetic phase

Eventually the concentrated attention to the letters 1 words permuts the
learner to bypass such explicit use of spelling sound correspondences. As
sight words accumuiate in memory through repeated experience of reading
a letter sequence that represents the same phoneme blend across different
words, letter patterns recurring in different words become “consalidated’
mto what Ehr calls “multi-letter units symbolizing phonological blends’
{1995: 117). Knowing, say, ‘ing’ as a consolidated unit makes the Job
of formmg connections to learn the new words, ‘commg’, ‘swimmmg’,
‘playing’, ‘interesting’, ‘exciting’ etc. so much easier. Juel’s research (1991)
demonstrates that fluent readers only revert to previous stages when faced
with a rare or foreign word and then they mimic the beginner reader at an
earlier stage.

Larger letter units are valuable for sight word reading because they re-
duce the memory toad involved {(Ehri 1994). What seerns to have happened
at this consolidated alphabetic phase is that the application of spelling sound
mformation becomes rapid and automatic and context-free. This 15 50 be-
cduse readers at this stage can use analogies, they can learn to read un-
known words by applying their knowledge and memory of the composition
of known words. It's no longer necessary to reflect on word recognition at
this stage — the process of recognizing words has become automatic. And
since the learners in this phase are now free from deliberate attention to
word identification, thev can devote therr attention to meaning and the
content that 1s read.

What the stage theornsts, with their emphasis on connectionism, drive
home to us 1s that, first, the recogmtion and comprehension of a word
compete for the short-term memory capacity that is available; second, the
more effort required to decode a word the less capacity there is to support
comprehenston; and third, it follows therefore that the more automatic the
decoding process 13, the better is the understanding of the word.

Another advantage of this phase is that the whole process is speeded up
and, of course, when manvy words can be recognized automatically the
learner 15 more likely to engage n wide reading. Stephen has not reached
this stage since for him reading appears not vet to be an automatic process.
It 35 effort-full, not effort-less. He has to dwell on every word, deliberating
over it and searching for clues to work out what 1t might be.

The transition to automatic word fECOENILION CCCUrs OVer several years.
More than a decade ago Marilyn Jager Adams (1990) reviewed the field of
early reading and, on the basis of very many studies, conciuded that as
children are exposed to more and more words and as they devote more and
more attention to therr patterns, they build up a network {or, to use Ehri’s
word above, connections) of relations among letters. This mental network
holds vital information about the order in which letters typically appear.
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For example, we know some letters frequently appear together, and
s0 when one letter 15 recognized, this primes other letters 1n the mental
network. As an example, this ts how Adams {1990: 109) describes how the
word ‘the’ is percerved:

As the eye fixates on the word ‘the’, the letter recognition unit for the
letter °t” recerves direct, visual stimufation. In English, when the letter
‘t’ occurs In the initial position of a three letter word, the next letter 15
extremely likely to be an 'h’. The strength of the associative link from
the t’ to the ‘i’ should therefore be very strong and positive, resulting
n considerable exatation of the ‘h’ unit. Thus as a consequence of the
reader’s having seen the nitial ‘", the ‘h’ unit reaches 1ts own seeable
level of exatation more quickly than had it been waiting on direct
visual excifation alone,

Exposure to written words 1s so unportant according to the evidence
reviewed by Adams. She speculates that the process of sounding out words
draws attention to the orderings of individual letters, speeding up the for-
mation of networks. Her research (and that of others) casts serious doubts
on the role of context (e.g. picture cues) 1n reading. Indeed this body of
research demonstrates that excessive use of context may hinder children’s
development of ortiographic knowledge, We will return to the classroom
umplications of some of these ideas iater.

The notion of reading as constrained reasoning

We are already familiar with the notion of reading as reasoning and
problem-soiving oriented, following Goodman’s description of reading as
a psycho-linguistic guessing game and the whole language theorists n
general emphasizing context cues (i.e. semantic and syntactic cues); see Part
One. Indeed, iong before that, even as far back as 1917, Thorndike had
argued that reading 1s best thought of as reasomng. In the light of the above
account of sight reading and the work of those cognitive-psychological
theorsts who see reading acquisition occurrng m stages and highly depend-
ent on alphabetic knowledge, 1t is worth reconsidering the fit between
these two apparently different perspectives. To what extent do you think
reading 15 actually a problem-solving activity, a psycho-linguistic guessing
game?

In this regard 1 think the notion of reading as constrained reasoning 1s
extremely helpful. It 15 a notion developed by Stanovich a decade ago
(1992) in reviewing the state of the cognitive-psychological evidence at the
time, but one that has had little publicity especially 1 the reading literature
in the UK. However, several writers have drawn on the ideas underiving
this notion (e.g. Harrison 1992) and indeed several of our scholars drew on
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Stanovich’s work 1n justifying theur observations of Stephen and their
suggestions for his teacher, e.g. Ann Browne and Laura Huxford.

To understand the notion of reading as constrained reasoning you must
first appreciate and distinguish between two sub-processes of reading. One
1s the process by which a word activates its meaning in Memory — or, o
use the technical term, lexical access. Simply put, this is word recognition.
The second 1s what happens after this process. This demarcation 1n turn
neatly divides the reading process into parts that are ‘like reasoning’ and
‘not like reasomng’. Lexical access m fluent readers, argues Stanovich, 1s
not at all like reasonmg or problem solving. He says this 1s ‘2 fast, oblig-
atory, low capacity process largely umnfluenced by knowledge structures
outside the lexicon or by higher-level cognitive expectations’ (1992: 3).
Post-lexical processes, or what happens after a word has been activated 1n
memory, could be described as ‘reasomng’, he says, but even here the
reasoning 1s limited or ‘constramed’ by the person’s ability to activate the
information assoctated with the word’s orthographic, phonological and se-
mantic representations in the first mstance, If the word 1s not recogmized
quickly, then comprehension won't follow. This 15 50 because comprehen-
sion requires tiie raw materials {working memory of the orthography) with
which to operate efficiently.

Because comprehension of the text 15 limited by the outcome of lexical
access, Stanovich says that reading is best seen as constramed reasoning. Such
a conceptualization takes word recogmtion as ‘the central subprocess of the
complex act of reading’ (Stanovich 1992: 4). Hence iy title for this section
of the book. Throughout his writings Stanovich (1991, 1992, 1995) con-
stantly emphasizes that, although word recognition is central to reading, the
ultimate purpose of reading 1s, of course, comprehension. He says ‘Efficient
word recognition seems to be a necessary but not sufficient condition for
good comprehension . . . (1992: 4). It 1s highly unlikely, he suggests, that
excellent reading comprehension will coexist with deficient word recognition
skills. Word recognition 1s a prereguisite to comprehension.

Cognitive-psychological message: the word is important

You will remember that the psycho-lingwstic perspective on reading,
described in Part One, ascribed great significance to context cues, and some
theorists {e.g. Frank Smith) argued that visual information in text 1s sampled
by the reader and is not necessarily of primary importance. Their perspect-
1ve on reading 15 often described as ‘top-down’ because of the emphasis on
context, on meamng, on the whole text, on response to text, on what the
reader brings to the text in terms of expectations and prior knowledge etc.
The constructivist metaphor was strong: the notion of the reader as con-
structing meaning was all-important.
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The research discussed here so far together with other experimental psvcho-
logical vesearch using eve-movement technologies has demonsirated that
readers do in fact attend closely to visual information. {These latter studies
take a picture of how the eye moves and what it fixes on during reading.)
Readers do not sample the text m quite the way that “top-down’ theorists
had previously assumed. There are many studies published now that con-
vincngly demonstrate that visuat features of the text are not mintmally
sampled 1 order to confirm hypotheses, but instead are nxnm:wﬁ.ﬁwE pro-
cessed, even when the word 15 highly predictable (Stanovich 1992). This
suggests a ‘bottom-up” approach, Moreover, these same studies demon-
strate that fearning the cipher 1s neither easy nor natural, thus suggesting
that children need support m learning it and that they benefit from explicit
and some systematic teaching.

Poor readers, 1n contrast to fluent readers, make the greatest use of con-
text cues — they are forced to rely on context cues since they haven’t tiie
necessary word recognition skills. This finding also contradicts Stmith’s
thinking as he had argued that fluent readers paid more attention to context.
There 1s littie evidence that the difference between good and poor readers
lies m good readers’ better use of context cues. Juel (1991) notes that there
s 10 fact an upper limut to improvement in the use of context mformatiorn.
She says that “at best skilled readers can accurately predict one quarter of
the words m context and these are frequently function words which are of
such Em: mhwncwsg anyway that context 1s rarely needed to recognise
them’ {Juel 1991: 774). Function words are usually forms of “to be’, articies
and prepositions. On the other hand, content words (i.e. nouns, adjectives
and verbs, those words that really carry the meammg) are predictable in
runmng text only about 10 per cent of the time. These words then are the
least accurately predicted and they require the most decoding skill.

The outcome of all this work 1s that models of reading acqusition have,
over the past fifteen years or so, shifted away from ‘top-down’ assumptions
and towards models that emphasize autonomous processing through con-
nection making. In turn this has meant a tempering of the constrictivist
metaphor where the reader builds or constructs meanmng and it has raised
awareness of how the text itself constrains expectattons and beliefs (Perfett:
and McCutchen 1987; Stanovich 1991, 1992). Stanovich (1992) summarizes
this shift by saying that it 1s increasingly recogmzed that strong constructivist
assumptions do not square with what 1s now known about the effect of
context on word recogmition, that 1s, word recogmition 1s less affected by
context as reading skill develops.

While T think Stanovich’s notion of reading as constrained reasomng,
noted above, 1s helpful, intriguing and wmsightful, I am left with some
unease m relatton to his tendency to undermine, if not reject, the notron of
reading as a meaning-building activity. And here I think 1t is useful to
consider briefly the idea of *hig shapes’ and ‘lictle shapes” origmated by
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Myra Barrs at the Centre for Language in Primary Education {(CLPE) in
London and endorsed so strongly by Teresa Gramger and Henrietta Dombey
In their interpretatton of Stephen’s reading.

Big shapes and little shapes

Teresa Grainger referred in some detail to the idea of ‘big’ and ‘little shapes’,
recomunending specifically that Stephen be given much more support
in refation to the former. Drawing on the work of Anne Bussis ef al.
(1985) and Margaret Moustafa (1993, 1997), who see reading primarily as
meaning-deiven, Myra Barrs (Dombey et af. 1998) develops the idea of ‘big
shapes” and ‘little shapes’. ‘Big shapes’ refers to the large-scale cuemg sys-
tems that the learner draws on when making sense of print. This inciudes
syntax and semantics as well as such large-scale structures as genres. ‘Little
shapes’ refers to the small-scale cuemng system of letters and sourds as
well as other cues like spelling and punctuation, m other words, what is
happening at the ievel of print, She and her colleagues describe reading as a
‘multi-level process in which the reader attends both to the big shapes and
the small shapes, confirming at each of these levels hypotheses that have
been sct up at the other’ (Dombey et al. 1998: 2), The big shapes, she says,
always have to come first since they are linked so closely with the mean-
ngs of texts. She and her colleagues see the littie shapes’ fitting side the
bigger ones, and, crucally, as best learned ‘within the context of a familiar
and supportive text, where other cueing systems heip children learn to use
the least familiar ones - the graphophonic cuemng system, or the print’
(1998: 2). Children have to orchestrate these different kinds of information
as they learn to read,

So at this pomnt vou might well ask the question: who 1s right, the
psycho-linguists who insist that reading 15 a ‘top-down’ process or the
cognitive-psychologists, most of wihom tend to see reading more as a
‘bottom-up’ process?

Top-down or bottom-up?

The use of context is important m reading, as the psycho-linguistic school
demonstrated. Without context knowledge, readers would not be able to
work out the relevant meaning of words nor would they be able to draw
mferences about the text. But where they are less accurate is in relation to
the use of context i the identification of words, Skilled readers do not use
context cues much to jdentify words but they do use context to interpret
words and sentences. Context 15 used for higher level processes of meaning
interpretation rather than for word identification (Perfett1 1995). As aiready
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noted above, less skilled readers, by contrast, use context to identify words
because they are not skilled enough to use word identification skills. The
evidence from the cogmtive-psychological literature shows that when
botfom-up processes that result 1n word recognition are deficient, the learner
compensates by relying more heavily on contextual information.

Marilyn Jager Adams’s evidence (1990) is often cited to support ‘bottom-
up’ teaching, and specifically phonics. Yet, m her senmnai text Beginning to
Read (1990: 421-2), she warns of the dangers of ‘bottom-up’ teaching.
Referring to good quality programmes for the development of reading she
observes:

-+ - good programs [do not] succumb to the simplistic hypotheses that
letter—sound relations are the most basic of reading skills. Rather, with
respect to the knowledge that 15 criticai to reading, that which can be
developed through phonic mstruction represents neither tie top nor
the bottom, but only a realm 1n between. Before children will learn
to read, they must learn to recogmize individual letters. They must
become aware of the structure of language, from sentences and words
to phonemes. And, most important, they must develop a basic under-
standing of the forms and functions of text and its personal vatue to
thewr own lives,

Finally, none of these programs embodies the misguided hiypothesis
that reading skills are best developed from the bottom up. ln the
reading situation, as 1 any effective communication situation, the
message or text provides but one of the critical sources of information.,
The rest must come from the reader’s own prior knowledge. Further,
in the reading situation as in any other learmng situation, the learnability
of a pattern depends critically on the prior knowledge and higher order
relattonships that it evokes. In both Auent reading and 1ts acquisition,
the reader's knowledge must be aroused interactively and m parallel.
Neither understanding nor learning can proceed hierarchically from the
bottom up. Phonological awareness, letter recognition facility, famili-
anty with letter paiterns, spelling—sound relationships, and mdividual
words must be developed in concert with real reading and reai writing

and with deliberate reflection on the forms, functions, and meanings
of texts.

It shiould be clear by now that the answer to the question 1n the title of
this section s that both are right, but that the whole-language theorists
did not sufficiently recognize the importance of word recognitton. The
pedagogical issue for teachers ts how to balance {earning the crpher or the
code and reading for purposes that are authentic for the learner i.e. for
enjoyment, for finding out, etc. The psycho-linguistic school certamly raised
our appreciation for the latter and the cognitive-psychologicai schoot
undoubtedly raised our appreciation for the former.
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Connie Juel {1991, 1999} offers hefpful suggestions on how to deal with
the tension between learning the code and reading for authentic purposes.
The former requires building up the learners spelling-sound knowledge
with reading matertal that makes the alphabet system transparent and this
suggests controlling the vocabulary that the child is exposed to. The latter,
on the other hand, requires exposure to texts that are rich i vocabulary
and meamngful in content. Juel (1999: 209) says ‘it 15 wrong to abandon
controlled vocabulary texts on the assumption that reading 1s a psycho-
lingwstic guessing game’. The question, therefore, 1s: how can we create
controlled texts without making them so limited 1n vocabulary that they
appear dull like example 2 on page 507 Juel offers two suggestions.

First, she suggests, the teacher mught introduce together multiple Jetters
that often correspond to the same sound (for example, the _onm e pattern
‘me’, ‘sea’, ‘see’, ‘neat’, ‘green’, and ‘Pete’). She suggests simultaneous
teaching of different sounds of the same letters {e.g. *how", ‘bow’} which
will also promote a more varied initial vocabulary for storieés. She cites
evidence to show that concurrent teaching of two sounds for a single letter
fosters better learning than the successive teaching of the two sounds. Sec-
ond, she suggests that not all the words in a story need to be decodable
exclusively on the basis of what has been taught in phonics. She recom-
mends the addition of high-frequency words to the phonic texts and the
use of patterned text and nursery riiymes. Well-known or very familiar
texts can be read, she suggests, while drawing attention to the words that
exemplify the spelling—sound pattern of the day.

Juel's own research suggests that a little phonic instruction goes a long
way, especially when the books the children are exposed to contamn a number
of decodable words that can facilitate implicit learning. The message from
Juel’s vast amount of evidence 1s that, while phonics tralmng 1s very import-
ant, the training should be focused and short-lived.

Elfrieda Hiebert (1994), on the basis of several school-based projects
involving pupils who depended to varying degrees on the school to become
literate, goes further than Juel in arguing the case for balance across ‘top-
down’ and ‘bottom-up’ perspectives. Her research demonstrates the need
for using both approaches. She summarizes her findings as follows:

Authentic literacy tasks can assist students mn responding to and 1nter-
preting text in ways that build on their existing knowiedge 2nd extend
to worlds bevond the classroom. These tasks can be created 50 that
students tzke ownership of literacy and schooling, not just of indi-
vidual texts. Students whose previous literacy experiences have emul-
ated school literacy tasks thrive in these contexts. Authentic literacy
tasks also allow students without extensive literacy experiences to pat-
ticipate more filly in literacy events. But, without contexts where
teachers consistently model and guide, the students who depend on
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schools to become literate don’t necessarilty or automatically attam
high levels of literacy as a result of authentic tasks. However, when
authentic literacy tasks inciude guidance, most first-grade students who
begin with little school-like literacy can become proficient readers and
writers.

(Hiebert 1994: 404-5)

Over the nineties several researchers (e.g. Trachtenburg 1990; Spiegel 1992;
Moustafa 1993, 1997) have demonstrated that teachers can and do combine
both perspectives. How do you interpret the positien adopted by our
literacy experts on this topic? It seems to me that not one of them rejects
the significance of attending to word recognition. Differences lie perhaps in
the relative emphasis they place on word recognition with Laura Huxford
tending to accord greatest priority to this aspect of reading. Later 1n this
Part we will consider the extent to which the National Literacy Strategy
reflects the thinking of the cogmtive-psychological school. But now we
will brieflv revisit some of our schotars’ suggestions for promoting Stephen'’s
word recogsution skill.

Teaching word recognition: Stephen and children like him

The cognitive-psychologicai perspective on reading ts one mn which word
recogmtion 15 central, as reflected in the title of this Part of the book? It i3
noteworthy that most of our experts referred to Stephen’s need in this
regard. Although the emphasis they accorded overall to this varied, none
could be said to neglect its importance. Ann Browne referred to the need to
‘enlarge his sight vocabulary” and she suggested games like Iotto, snap and
computer games for downg this. This was echoed by Teresa Grainger. Both
scholars aiso suggested writing should be integrated with reading so m
writing sessions Stephen’s attention should be drawn to patterns in words.
Laura Huxford talked about the importance of ‘orchestrating strategies” or
helpmg him harmomze all the various reading cueing systems in reading,
and how Stephen hadn’t yet mastered this ability. Although e may have
some skill m using word-building strategies like analogies, Laura said he
didn’t have an effective strategy for tackling long words, noting that he
didn't know the vowel digraphs (except perhaps ‘ee’). She would encour-
age his teacher to be very explicat 1n developing his word recognition skills,
For example, she said the teacher could get him to talk about how he
figured out an unknown word. She mentioned sounding out the parts of
the word. David Wray said how if he were Stephen’s teacher he would
devise ‘games and activities” to help him with blending. Henrietta Dombey,
whose perspective we discuss further in Part Three, talked about helping
Stephen to notice the morphemic and phonemic patterns i words. A
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morpheme 1s a root word, the basic part of a2 word to which affixes (pre-
fixes and suffixes) are added, while a phoneme 15 the smallest element of
sound that makes a difference to the meaning of a word. She also recom-
mended the use of displays of word families.

To apply the recommendations of our scholars and the research discussed
in this part of the book more broadly, i.e. to other children like Stephen,
you would have to get a good sense of the child’s word recognition along,
a continuum of written word knowledge, for example beginning conso-
nants, word families, vowel patterns, multisvllable words. Then over time
you would need to provide some systematic word study and find ways of
applying this word study in meanmgful contexts. Below are some prin-
ciples and procedures from the work of Morris et af. (1998) which are prob-
ably familiar to teachers but which, nevertheless, have proved to be effective
with struggling readers, and specifically with readers who have difficuity
decoding.

» Determine the child’s reading instructional level, that is the level where
he 15 challenged but not frustrated.

* Find reading material that is of personal interest and significance to him.

¢ Foreground comprehension by informally discussing stories or articles as
they are being read.

¢ Establish the child’s word recogmition: check for knowledge of and
ability to apply beginming consonants, word families, vowel patterns,
multisyllable words.

¢ Try out ways of gettng him to practise reading on his own.

Four activities mght feature strongly in such a child’s literacy diet — Guided
Reading, Word Study, Writing and Easy Reading. Guided Reading mught
Involve you or a trained classroom assistant or parent heiper and the child
. reading alternate pages of a suitable text, stopping occasionally to check
comprehension, After a few pages of this partner reading, the helper could
ask the child to predict some aspect of the piot and therr ask him to read
silently the remarnung three or four pages of the story. Encourage him to
ask for help with difficuit words. He could perhaps take the next chapter or
several pages home on audiotape. This time his job 1s not just to listen to
the recorded chapter but to practise reading 1t in preparation for an oral
reading the next day, during which time the piot would also be discussed.
Depending on the srze of the book, the next section or chapter could be
partner read and a tape of the next one taken home.

Every day have the child spend some trme, say ten minutes, 1 word
study. Table 2 offers an example of sorting vowel patterns.

But as indicated above n the description of the stages of reading develop-
ment, there are several ways to decode words and the teacher needs to
develop and be mindful of all of them. Five word identification strategies
are swnmarized in Table 3.
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Table 2 Word sort example

trat rake card (?)
fan made park fall
bag face far ball
flat dart

T name

Source: Morris ef ai. (1996)

Table 3 Word identification strategies

Strategy Description

- Phonics ¢ Pupils use their knowledge of sound symbol

correspondences and spelling patterns to decode
words when reading and spelling.

Analcgies « Pupils use their knowledge of rhyming words to
deduce the pronunctation or spelling of an
unfamiliar word e.g. ‘creep’ from ‘sheep’.

Context, semantic and e They use mformation from illustrations, from their
syntactic cues prior knowledge of the subject matter and of the
way language works.

Morphemic analysis e Pupils apply therr knowledge of root words and
affixes (prefixes at the beginning and suffixes at the
end) to identify unfamiliar words. They ‘shed’ any
prefixes and suflixes and identify the root word
first. Then they add the affixes e.g. ‘trans-port’,

‘bi-cycle’, “tele-scope’, ‘cenir-pede’.

Syllabic analysis e Pupils break multsyllabic words into syilables and
then use phomes and anatogies to decode the word,
syllable by syllable e.g. “cul-prit’, ‘tem-por-ar-v’,
‘vie-tor-y’, ‘neg-a-tive’.

Source: Tompkins {1997: 169)

Writmg mught involve the child in selecting his own writing topics and
expresston of ideas should be priortized over mechanical ACCUracy especi-
ally 1n the early weeks of focused teaching, and always in first drafts. Easy
Reading could be part of everyday work 1in which he and a helper would
start a story i school and he could firush the story at home.

Some teachers of the middle years of primary school notice that their pupils
make little progress or actually lose ground in their reading deveiopment.
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Some have argued that this is due to the mcreased demands of the curricu-
luin, especially the unfamiliar vocabulary of informational books. How-
ever, more recent research along the lines outlined above (e.g. Chall
et al. 1990) suggests that inadequate teaching of word identification strategies
may be responsible. The problem 1s that for pupils like Stephen, practice m
the context of repeated readings of predictable texts may not be enough.
Some children simply do not notice individual words and teachers need to
be more expliat 1n these cases.

They need Shared Reading plus. They need shared reading experience
where the teacher teads a big book with pupils using a class set of books.
The teacher models, 1.e. reads aloud, while they follow along n ther
individual copies. Essential for children like Steplien are also both of the
following: focusing on target words and using the target words 1 reading
and writing activities, The teacher chooses one or more words from the
class word wall for study. Having highlighting this word, teacher and pupil
identify and list words with the same phonogram i.e. spelling pattern.
Pupils write the words and/or add them to personal word banks/booklets.
Pupils are also encouraged to notice the target words 1n books they read
and report to the teacher when they notice the word. They use the target
words 1 word posters and in books they write.

Since phonics 15 such key word identification strategy and simce 1t 1s a

topic that 1s coniroversial in reading debates, the next section deals with
this in some detail.

Phonological awareness and phonic knowledge

Phonological awareness 15 probably one of the most significant develop-
ments 1n our understanding of the reading process in the past fifteen years.
As one psychologist put it, ‘Although phonological processing is not
the only place to look for answers to tile mysteries inherent in reading
acquisitton, 1t has been one of the most productive areas of inquiry to
date 1 terms of advancing our scentific understanding of the reading
process’ (Blachman 2000: 495). Credit 15 due to cognitive psychologists
for furnishing us with this understanding. In view of its importance, I
will address three questions n this section. First, what is phonological
awareness and how 15 1t assessed? Second, why 15 this awareness impor-

tant? And third, how can 1t and phomc knowledge be developed m the
classroom?

What is phonological awareness and how is it assessed?

Simply put, phonological awareness is a general awareness of sounds 1n
speech as distinct from their meamings. When that awareness inciudes an
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understanding that words can be divided into sequences of phonemes, this
sensitivity is termed wrona:.:n awareness. A phoneme 1s the smallest element
of sound that makes a difference to the meaning of a word (Dombey ef al,
1998). “Cat’ has three phonemes, /c/aft/, and ‘ship’ also has three, /sh/i/p/.
Phonemic awareness 1s the insight that every spoken word can be thought
of as a stning of phonemes. Because phonemes are the umts of sound that
are symbolized by the letters of the alphabet, an awareness of phonemes 13
important to understanding the alphabetic system, and therefore to the
learning of phonics and spelling.

Phonemic awareness develops through other, less subtie levels of phono-
logical awareness like noticing similarities between words m thewr sounds,
enjoying rhymes and counting syllables. Spoken words can be phono-
logically subdivided at several different levels of analysts. These include the
syllable (the word ‘predict’ has two syllables: /pre/ and /dict/); the onset and
rime within the syllable {/pr/ and /e/, and /d/ and /ict/, respectively); and
the individual phonemes themselves (/p/, /r/, fe/, /d/, /if, /k{, and /t/)
{Snow et al. 1998). The work of Goswamu and Bryant (1990) highligited
the significance of the unit just below the level of the syllable 1.e. the rime.
The onset 15 the part of the syllable before the first vowel and the rime 15
the part of the syllable from the first vowel onwards.

The assessment of phonemic awareness involves tasks that require
the child to 1solate and segment one or more of the phonemes of a
spoken word, to blend or build up a string of separate phonemes nto a
word, or to mampulate the phonemes within a2 word in some way, for
example removing, adding or rearranging phonemes in one word to make
another cne. This is how a recent study, commussioned by the US Con-
gress (Ehri ef af. 2001), described how this kind of sensitivity could be
assessed:

* Phoneme isolation, which requires the recognition of individual sounds
words, for example, ‘Tell me the first sound 1 paste’.(/p/)

¢ Phoneme identity, which requires the recognution of the common sound in
different words, for exampie, “Tell me the sound that 15 the same 1 bike,
boy, and bell’, (/b/

® Phoneme categonzaiton, which requires recogmzing the word with the
odd sound m a sequence of three or four words, for exampie, “Which
word does not belong? “Bus”, “bun”, “rug”.’ (‘rug’)

¢ Phoneme blending, which requires listening to a sequence of separately
spoken sounds and combining ttem to form a recogmizable word, for
example, “What word is /s/ /k/ /u/ /W7 (school)

e Phoneme segmentation, which requires breaking a word into 1ts sounds by
tapping out or counting the sounds or by pronouncing and positioning
a marker for each sound, for example, ‘How many phonemes mn ship?’
{3: /sh/ 11/ /ph
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o Phoneme deietion, which mvolves recognizing what word remains when a
specified phoneme 1s removed, for example, “What.is smile without the
fs/? (1mile}

Why is phonological awareness important?

Research has now well established that phonological awareness s import-
ant 1 learning to read (Adams 1990; Blachman 2000; NRP 2000). It is both
a precursor to and a consequence of reading. The most recent and system-
atic review of the evidence concluded that phonemic awareness is one of
the best predictors of how well children will learn to read (Ehr ef al. 2001).
One example of the many studies reviewed i this project was one by
Share et al. m 1984, Share and colleagues assessed pre-schioolers on several
measures when they entered school — they took measures on cach of the
following: phonemic segmentation, letter name knowledge, memory of
sentences, vocabulary, father’s occupationai status, parental reports of read-
ing to children, and TV watching. They wanted to know which of these
measures best predicted how well the children would be reading one and
two vears later. For each vear in school, phonemic awareness was the top
predictor along with letter knowledge.

Although not every child needs an expliat programme m phonological
awareness, the reading teacher needs to know why such teaching 1s import-
ant as well as how and when to provide it.

How does phonemic awareness contribute to helping children learn to
read? First of all, as already noted, the English writing system s alphabetic
and it 1s not a sumple matter to figure out that system. The thing 1s that
words have prescribed spellings that are made up of graphemes symboliz-
ing phoneimes m predictable ways. The ability to distnguish the phonemes
n the sounds of words so that they can be matched to graphemes is the
key. And of course there are no breaks in speech which would indicate
where one phoneme ends and the next one begins, thus accounting for the
difficulty 1 doing this. Discovering phonemic units in speech 1s greatly
facilitated, however, by some explicit teaching in how the system works —
that 15 the conclusion of the recent review of the evidence (see National
Reading Parel website (NRP 2000) for details as well as Ehri et af. 2000).

Understanding the alphabetic system requires an awareness that spoken
language can be analysed into sequences of separable words and words, in
turn, into sequences of syllables and phonemes within syliables. In other
words all children need to learn about the segmental nature of print and
how the sound segments are represented in print. Decoding words requires
blending skill to transform graphemes into recognizable words, Reading
words by analogy (e.g. recognizing ‘camp’ from knowing how to read
‘latap’) requires onsei—rime segmentation and blending skill. Also reading
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words by sight requires phonemic segmentation skill. As we saw above 1n
relation to the final stage of reading, to store sight words 1 memory,
children have to connect up graphemes to phonemes in the word and then
retain these connections in memory (Ehr ef al. 2001).

Although very many children seem to make these discoveries effortiessiy
on thew own by listening to nursery rhymes, by plaving oral language
games and by having opportunities to write, very many other children do
not seem to acquire such knowledge and skill automatically. It 15 likely that
some children come to school having attained the prerequisite skills of
reading, having had sufficent exposure to language and literacy play to
trigger these associations or mentai networks (Blachman 2000). It s also
likely that, despite exposure to language games and all sorts of literacy
experiences, other children remain phonojogically msensitive.

Some explicit teaching 15 probably necessary for such children although
again it 1s likely that a small amount of phonemic training goes a long way.
Steven Stahl gives a fascinating account of one child, Heather, who was
having difficuity iearning to read in school. AS part of her assessment, Stahl
gave Heather a task which required her to remove a phoneme from a
spoken word. He asked her to say ‘meat’, which she did. He then asked her
to repeat 1t without the /m/ sound (‘eat’). She said ‘chicken’. Stahl was
rather surprised at this. Then he asked her to say coat which she did, and
then to try saying it without the /k/ sound. She said ‘jacket’. As he studied
her responses to several such tasks, he worked out tiat she responded to
words only in terms of thewr meamngs, and not as entities to be tmanipu-
lated in themseives. For her, a little less of ‘meat’ was ‘chicken’ and a littie
less than “coat’ was ‘jacket’. For most commumnication, focusing on mean-
g 15 necessary but for learning to read 1t 15 desirable to view words m
terms of the sounds they contain {phonemic awareness) and in terms of
thewr sound-symbol relationships {phomc knowiedge).

Issues in the development of phonological awareness in
the classroom

Before discussing how phonemic awareness might be developed m the
clagsroom It is worth pointing out some issues involved n its teaching.
Some of these 1ssues have only very recently come to light and derive from
the research of the National Reading Panel in the US.

Children who were taught only one or two phonemic awarencss skills,
e.g. segmenting Wwords nto phonemes, or segmenting and blending
phonemes, showed stronger phonemic awareness and more strongly trans-
ferred to reading than children who were taugit three or more skills.

I'think this 1s a fascinating finding as it suggests that, as we hinted earlier,
a small amount of teaching of phonemic awareness goes a long way. The
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researchiers tried to explam this finding and they offered some interesting
explanations. One suggestion they offered 1s that when only one or two
skills were taught, more pupils actually mastered the skills that were taught.
Another possibility they speculated on makes a good deal of sense to me.
They suggested that teaching multiple skills (more than three 1n this case)
impaired the acqusition of phonemic insight as children may have become
confused about the underlying principle as they moved from one skill to
the next, first breaking words mnto sounds, then blending sounds 1nto words,
then taking sounds out of words to say new words. In the light of this
possibility, the research team sensibly advises teachers, who are using mul-
tipie skills programmes, to teach one skill at 2 ime and to ensure this skill
15 mastered before moving on to the next one. Cruaally, in my view, they
also add that teachers should teach pupils how each skill can be applied in
reading as soon as 1t is taught.

They also suggest that what 1s more important than the number of
ptionemic skills to teach 15 the jssue of which skills to teach. Phonemic
wstruction should be appropriate for a child’s level of literacy develop-
ment. The work done with pre-schoolers for example should be much
sunpler than the kinds of manipulations done with older pupils. Drawing
on the research of several other authors the National Reading Panel listed
phonemic tasks m order, from easy to difficuit:

I First sound comparison: identifying the names of pictures, begiming
with the same sound.

2 Blending onset-rime units mto real words.

3 Blending phonemes into real words.

4 Deleting a phoneme and saying the word that remains.

5 Segmenting words into phonemes.

6 Blending phonemes into non-words.

The work of Goswami and Bryant had aiready established that children find
It easier to recognize onsets and rumes than to recognize phonemes. More-
over, those children who could do this at 4 vears of age learned to recognize
words more quickly over the next few vears than their counterparts who
did not have this skill at 4 vears of age. In addition, they found that those
wha could not recogmze such patterns could quite easily be hielped to do so
through nursery rhymes, play with ianguage, using alliteration and rhyme,
games like I spy and so on.

By teaching children to link this knowledge of sound patterns with letter
patterns and by helping them notice the internal structure of words, they
fearned to draw analogies based on these patterns between words they
knew and words they did not know. Their research suggested that while
children actually begin reading using only a visual approach to TeCOgNIZINgG
words, their awareness of onset and rume allows them to apply analogies 1n
order to recognize new words. In the early stages of course they benefit
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from having those analogies pointed out to them. So children recognize
new words, not s0 much by breaking down words or even building up
words from their knowledge of phoneme—grapheme relationships, but by
making analogies. Herein lies a self-teaching process that stands the begin-
ner reader 1 good stead for future reading.

In deciding which aspect to teach or which approach to use, you have to
take account not only of the difficulty of the task but also how your pupils
are expected to apply that skill. In teaching the first of these above, for
cxample, the mtention is to alert children to the fact that words have sounds
as well as meanings. The reason for teaching the second is to hetp beginner
readers generate more complete spellings of words. And the reason for
teaching phonemic blending 1s to help them combine Ietter sounds to decode
words. As the research team make clear, teaching phonemuc awareness
effectively includes teaching the applications as well as tie skill.

It 1s not possible to say how much time or how long teaching in pho-
nemic awareness should last 1n order to be effective. Obviousty mdividual
learners will differ in how much teaching thev need to acquire phonemic
awareness. This implies that 1t 15 important to tailor teaching to pupil need
by working cut who has and who has not acquired the skills being taught.
Children who are still having difficuity should continue with further skill
development in phonemic awareness while those who have aiready ac-
quired the skills would benefit more from downg other reading and writing
activities. The NRP tentatively advise that the most effective circumstances
may be teaching one or two PA skills with letters, especially Emuﬁm:m and
segmenting, i small groups of struggling readers or prescioolers for 5 to
18 hours (Ehn ef at. 2001).

At least one reading expert questions this implication of the Panel’s peda-
gogical recommendation, sayig that 1t 1s tantamount to endorsing system-
atic phonics teaching m the early years. He queries the implicit assumptions
that more 1s better and that earlier 15 also better. He also challenges the
Panel’s evidence on the grounds that there may be other ways of promot-
ing this awareness. James Cunningham (2001: 333) argues that

the burden of proof is with the Panel to show that research-based
practices such as shared reading of books that play with sounds, writing
with invented spelling, and teaching onsets using a variety of acuvities
(key actions, students’ names, and key foods or beverages) do not help
most children develop the necessary phonemic awareness they need.
Until this happens, the Panel’s rush to standardization of how and

when to best develop the essentials of phonemic awareness should be
ignored or opposed.

My own understanding of early and more recent work of Usha Goswarm
(Goswamu 1986, 2000; Goswamu and Bryant 1990) on analogies m reading
processes leads me to suspect that Cunmngham's list of practices should
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certainly be part of phonemic work with children. Goswami’s recent work
(2000} on tihe relationship between a child’s phonolegical awareness and
lexical development pomts to the importance of the quality of the child’s
linguistic environment from infancy. Factors such as the clarity and fre-
quency of the speech of care-taking 2dults and the efficiency of the child’s
linginstec processing — and the latter, she says, could be affected by factors
such as the frequency of ear mfections 1n early childhood - mught afl piay
an important role,

The point of referring here to Cunningham’s response to the review of
the NRP is to highlight some of the contested areas even within what 1s,
arguably, quite a narrow area of reading. The scientific evidence presented
by the NRP is strong 1n relation to the significance of phonemic awareness
in children’s reading development. This, in mv view, has been well demon-
strated with plenty of irrefutable evidence. But Cunmngham’s questioning
of the NRP’s interpretation of the pedagogical extension of that evidence is
fair and valid, { think, since here we are 1n more messy research territory. The
pedagogical evidence 1s not conciusive.

Issues in phonics teaching

We have already distinguished phonenuc awareness from phonic know-
ledge. Phonics teaching 1s a way of teaching reading that emphasizes the
knowledge of letter-sound correspondences and the ability to apply this
knowledge to reading and spelling. Phonics teaching 1s designed for begin-
ner readers 1 the primary years and for children having difficuity n learn-
mg to read. On the basis of our earlier discusston, it should be clear that
phonemic awareness needs to be 1 place before phonic tramning starts.

Systematic phonics

The review by the National Reading Panel revealed that systematic phonics
teaching makes a bigger contribution to children’s reading developmeng
than programmes mvolviug incidental or no phonics instruction. System-
atic phonics teaching heiped beginner readers acquire tie use of the alpha-
betic system to read and spell words 1 and out of text. In addition, 1t
contributed substantially to pupils” growth in reading comprehenston. And
1t exerts its greatest influence in the early years i.e. reception and Year I.
However, phonics teaching failed to exert a significant iympact on the
reading skill of low-achieving readers above Year 2. Given our profile of
Stephen, it 15 worth pondering the explanations offered for this find-
ing. The Panel suggests that phonics teaching provided to low-achieving
readers may not have been sufficiently intense but the studies available for
their analysis were too few to be definitive and future research will have
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to provide further evidence about the mmpact of phonics instruction on
older learners. The existing evidence would suggest that a phonics route to
decoding may not be the best approach for Stephen. The Panel conciuded,
“There are many uncertainties surrounding the introduction of phonics
mstruction to children in upper grades who have already moved into read-
ing’ (NRP 2000: 2-114).

The Panel also suggests that perhaps the ynpact of phonics instruction
could be enhanced by combining 1t with teaching that supports children m
learning to read words in other wavys, e. g. reading words from memory,
reading words by analogy to known words, and reading words using spell-
ing patierns and multisyllabic decoding strategies. The Panel aiso sugpgests
that it may be important to include systematic teaching in reading fluency
when phomies is taught to older children. In the light of Stephen’s profile
we will return below to more practical suggestions for developing fluency.

Phonics taught early proved much more effective than phonics teaching
introduced after Year i. The conclusion the evidence seems to support 1s
that systematic phouics teaching produces its biggest tmpact on growth in
reading when 1t begms in reception class or Year 1 and before pupils have
learned to read independently.

But what 15 meant by ‘systematic’ here? Systematic phonics programimes
teach phomcs explicitly by delineating a planned, sequential set of phonic
elements. A key feature distingwishing systematic from nomn-systematic
phonics teaching 1s the identification of a full array of letter—sound corre-
spondences to be taught (NRP 2000: 2-99). The atray inciudes the major
correspondences between consonant letters and sounds and aiso short and
long vowel letters and sounds, and vowel and consonant digraphs {e.g. o1,
ea, ou, sh, ch, th). It may also inciude blends of letter-sounds that recur as
subunits 1n many words, such as initial blends (e.g. st, sm, bl, pr) and final
stems (e.g. -end, -ack, -ill, -op). A systematic approach does not merely
teach the atphabetic system but atso offers practice in applying this know-
ledge m reading and writing. Teaching may provide children with text
Incorporating words that can be decoded using the letter-sound corre-
spondences already taught or children might write their own text and read
others’ text using the letter-sounds taught.

Synthetic and analytic phonics

It 13 1mportant at this pomt to distinguish between synthetic and analytic
phonics, The former emphasizes letter-by-letter phonological decoding.
What 15 emphasized 15 the phoneme. The teaching strategy here is to
sound and blend the sequenual letter-sounds. This 1s an exampie of what
the teacher using this approach might do (Juei and Minden-Cupp 2001).
For the word ‘hat’, she wiites each ietter, touches each one and asks the
pupils to say ecach sound. Then they blend the sounds, as she makes a




92 Listening to Stephen read

blending motion under the word. In other words children are taught to
say the sounds of letters and blend them to decode unfamiliar words. A
systematic phomics programme would typically begin by teaching children
relations between individual letters and pairs of letters called digraphs
(e.g. th, a1, ¢h, oi) and ail 44 sounds or phonemes of the language (NRP
2000: 2--104). ‘

An exampie of a synthetic phonics programime used in England is Jolly
Phonics. Deveioped by a teacher, Sue Llovd, in 1993 for 4- and 5-year-olds
in their first year of school, the programme uses meamngful storzes, pictures
and actions to reinforce recognition and recall of letter—sound refations,
and precise articuiation of phonemes. There are five key elements to the
programme:

i learning the letter sounds;

2 learming letter formatron;

3 blending for reading;

4 identifying the sounds in words for writing; and

5 tricky words that are high-frequency and irregularly spelled.

The programme promotes playful, creative, flexible teaching that fits
well with whole-language practice (NRP 2000: 2-125) and leads directly to
authentic reading and writing. A feature of Jolly Phonics 1s that children are
taught hand gestures to help them remember the letter—sound assoclations.
The value of mnemonics for teaching letter—sound relations to younger
children is supported by research evidence {Ehr ef al. 1984). Application
of this principie 1s also found in Letteriand (Wendon 1992), a prograrume
designed to teach voung children letter—sound asscaations. Here ail the
letters are animate characters that assumne the shape of the letters and E_<.m
names priming the relevant sound e.g. ‘Samumy Snake’. ‘Anmne Apple’.
What this approach achieves is added motivational value for children ~ by
making the learning into a game and plavful, it guards against boredom
and speeds up the learming process.

Analytic phonics avoids having children pronounce sounds in 1solation
to figure out words. Rather they are taught to analyse letter—sound relations
once a word is identified. Analvtic phomnics can aiso refer to the process of
identifying unknown words with analogy te the onsets and rimes in kKnown
words. (Some authors describe this as ‘analogy phonics’ — e.g. NRP 2000.)
In this approach, the pupils are taught kev words that contatn comimon
spelling patterns. The pupil is then taught to break an unknown word into
1ts component onset and rimes and to search a word wall for known words
with the same onset or rime. If *hat’ was an unknown word, the child might
note the /at/, finding the known word ‘cat’ on the word wall and observing ‘If
1 know “‘cat” then I know “hat””” (Gaskins et af. 1986 and Juel Minden-Cupp
2001). Examples of such programmes mnclude Reading Recovery and the
Benchmark Word Identification Program (Gaskins ef af. 1986).

Words matter 93

The jury 1s out as to whetiler phonic knowledge is best developed syn-
thetically or analytically. (juel and Minden-Cupp 2001: 5) say:

There 1s now evidence that of those children who really struggte with
decoding, some profit more from a synthetic phonics approach while
others find an analogy approach easier t0 use as an instructional strategy
- . . The optimal match of instructional strategies and linguistic units
used m that instruction, for children with differing levels of word
recognition skill, 1s far from clear in laboratory settings - let alone in
classroom settings, Both the mstructional unit (i.e. phoneme or onsct
and rime) and nstructional strategy (i.e. sequential letter-by-letter

decoding versus making an analogy to a key word) may differentially
affect children.

However, Juel and Minden-Cupp’s own subsequent work, based on class-
rooms, sheds some light on this question. They found that a structured
phonics programme that included both onsets/rimes and the sounding and
blending of phonemes within the rimes was véry effective. Important to note
here 15 that the nme unit had to be analysed into its component letter—
phoneme correspondences, espectally for those children who entered first
grade with Jimited knowledge of letter sounds. So 1t seems both approaches
are beneflaal. The NRP review of the evidence found no significant differ-
ence m the umpact of both methods; what seems to be important 1s the
systematic approach to the developiment of phontc knowledge.

The message for educators, who, unlike researciiers, have to make deci-
stons that affect individual lives in the here and now and who cannot wat
for research to offer definitive answers, 1s first, to be mundfui of the state of
the current knowledge base and second, to make a professional judgement
based on that knowledge and thewr own professional context and set of
learners. What 1s key perhaps 1s not to be dogmatic about how o develop
this awareness, umportant though 1t 1s, but rather to be open-minded to the
several possibilities for doing 1t effectively,

It would appear that when phonics 1s taught to children at the outset of
learming to read and continued for some two to three vears the children
achieve greater growth 1n reading than do those children who receive only
one year of phomcs mstruction. However, the evidence on this is but
suggestive and not defimitive. Further research will have to determine more
precisely how long phonics teaching should fast.

Developing phonological awareness and phonic knowledge
in the classroom

Research discussed above shows that phonemic awareness 15 essential for
understanding the alphabetic principle and for acgquiring phonic knowledge.
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In recent years there has been a P..o:wnnmcon of guidebooks, matenals and
programmes for the purpose of developing young readers’ appreciation of
the alphabet system via phonemic and phomic training (e.g. Adams ef ai,
1998; Dombey et al. 1998; Torgesen and Mathes 2000; DfES 2001: and
Goldsworthy 2001),

Phonological skills can be developed incidentally through oral language,
songs, rhymes, riddles, word play in stories, and invented spelling as well
as games, activities and exercises (e.g. ‘1 spy’) which draw attention to
speech sounds. Most teachers probably use a combination of all these
approaches. The key thing about all these activities is that they take place in
a language-rich environment where attention 1s often turned to language
itself. We cannot but notice children’s natural propensity to experiment and
play with sounds and the teacher can capitalize on this propensity to play
with words separate from their meanings. Among the more practical ways
of sensitizing young children to the sounds n language are children’s books
that deal plavfully with speech sounds through rhyme, alliteration, assorn-
ance and so on. And among the best around still are the Dr Seuss books,
although there are very many available. See Yopp (1995) for an annotated
bibliography. The critical feature of such books is that they shift the child’s
attention from the message of the text to the language itself that 13 used to
tell the message. Hallie Yopp (1995) suggests five sequenced things to do
with such texts:

1 Read and reread the story for the pure joy of reading and sharing.

2 Comment on the language use and gently guide attention to the word
play.

3 Encourage predictions of sounds, words or phrases and then ask the
children how they arrived at thewr predictions.

4 Examune language use. Depending on the age of the children she suggests
the teacher mught explicitly point out and analyse phonemic features. For
children aged 4 to 7, for example, the teacher might say “What sound do
you hear at the begimmg of all those words? (Yes, the /k/ sound). Isn’t
1t nteresting how the author uses so many words with the /k/ sound?
What are some other words that begin with the /k/ sound?’

5 Create additional verses or make another verston of the story. Children
can change the story yet mamtam the language pattern to develop their
own versions of the story.

Programmes designed to promote phonological awareness more directly
than my descriptions above typically include activities to develop skills m
rhymung, alliteration, syllable awareness, identifying nitial sounds of words,
identifying onsets and rimes, creating words from given onsets, identifying
final sounds, sound blending, segmenting words into syllables and pho-
nemes, exchanging phonemes to create new words and mapping phonemes
to letter symbols. As aiready noted above, sound blending 1s easier than
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photiemic segmentation, and exchanging phonemes and mentally mani-

pulating sounds in words 1s probably the most difficuit skill to achieve.

Beyond the most basic level, phonemic awareness trainmg can be fully

mtegrated with the teaching of letter—sound correspondences and related

whenever possible to the child’s attempts at mvented spelling.

The NRP review demonstrated that phonological training seems to have
maxumuwm benefit when 1t 1s combined with teaching n letter—sound cor-
respondences. Connections between speech sounds and letters need to be
thoroughly understood and applied to decoding. Kev activities here would
include working with onsets and rimes in a way that facilitates understand-
ing of the orthographic patterns of language {e.g. "plant’, “slant’, ‘stamp’,
‘lamp’ and so on). The activities provided in the classroom need to be
based on learner need as indicated by the stage they have reached in terms
of therr reading development.

Stahl (1992) offers nine guidelines for exemplary phonics teaching. These
are summarized here. i
1 *Builds on a child’s rich concepts about how print functions’. Key here is

that letter—sound teaching makes no sense to a child who does not have

ap overall conception of what reading s all about and what it 1s for.

2 "Builds on a foundation of phonemic awareness’. Phonemic awareness is
easily taught but absence of it leads to reading difficuities.

3 'Is clear and direct’. Stahl encourages teachers to avoid ambiguity. He
gives an example of a direct approach for teaching the /b/ sound
‘bear’. He suggests that you show the word ‘bear’, m tite context of a
story or wm 1solation, that you point out that it begins with the letter b,
and that the letter # makes the /b/ sound. This approach, he 52ys, goes to
the basic concept, which 1s that a letter in a word represents a particular
phoneme.

4 'Is integrated 1nto a total reading programme’. Phomcs instruction, he
suggests, should never dominate reading teaching. At least half of the
tume in a reading lesson, he suggests, should be devoted to reading con-
nected text and no more than 25 per cent of the tume should be devoted
to phonics teaching.

5 ‘Focuses on reading words, not fearning rules’. It is umportant to remem-
ber that effective decoders see words not in terms of phonic rules but in
terms of patterns of letters that are used to aid word identification. Effect-
Ive phomcs teaching first draws attention to the order of letters in words,
urging them to notice common patterns i words.

6 ‘May include onsets and rimes’. An example offered here 1s how children
are taught to compare an unknown word to already known words and to
use context to confirm their predictions. For example, when encounter-
g the word ‘wheat’ in a sentence, the pupil mught be encouraged to
compare 1t to ‘meat’ and say ‘If m-e-a-t is “meat” then this s “wheat™”.




96 Listening to Stepiten read

The pupil then cross-checks the pronunciation by seeing if ‘wheat’ made
senise 1n the sentence. This approach 1s comprenension-driven but it does
teach decoding effectively.

7 ‘May include mvented spelling practice’. Practice with invented spelling
does improve children’s awareness of phonemes, which 1s an important
precursor to learning to decode.

8 ‘Develops independent word recogmition strategles, focusing attention
on the internal structure of words’. The purpose of phonics teaching is to
get learners to notice orthographic patterns in words and to use those
patterns to recognize words.

9 "Develops automatic word recognition skills so that students can devote
their attention to comprehension, not words’. Stahl suggests that once
a child begins to use orthographic patterns in recognizing words and
recognizes words at a fluent pace, then 1t 1s time to move away from
phomics teaching and spend more time on reading and writing text.

Juel and Minden-Cupp (2001) offer very precise, research-based guidance n
relation to teaching children who enter the first grade (Year 1} with sunimal
reading skills. Their evidence led them to conclude that such children have
the greatest success with the following classroom practices:

i Teachers modelled word recogmtion strategies by a) chunking words
mto component units such as syllables, onset/rimes, or finding little words
m big words, as well as modelling and encouraging the sound and blend-
ing of individual letters or phonemes in these chunks; and b) considering
known letter-sounds in a word and what makes sense.

2 Children were encouraged to pomt to words as text was read.

3 Children used hands-on materials {e.g. pocket charts for active sorting of
picture cards by sound and word cards by orthographic pattern).

4 Writing for sounds was part of phonemic mstruction.

5 Instructional groups were small with word recogmuion lesson pians
designed to meet the specific needs of children within that group.

I this country, Hennetta Dombey and Myra Barrs argue in favour
of ‘whole-to-part” phonics teaching (anaiytic). They suggest that, rather
than proceeding from the part to the whole {e.g. sounding out an un-
known word), children are more likely to begin with a repertoire of known
words and proceed from wholes to parts. Barrs says ‘children come to
upderstand hiow to break words down rather than how to build them up;
their favoured approaches are analytic rather than synthetic’ (Dombey ei al.
1998: 1). The work of Goswarmi and Juel noted above would support this
contention.

As has been argued several tumes 1n this book, there 1s empirical evidence
for the value and importance of early, explicit teaching 1n word recognition.
Likewise, there 1s evidence that pupils benefit from reading high-quality
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children’s literature. So teaching phonics in association with children’s liter-
ature maximizes learming opportunities. The major value of whole-to-part
phonics teaching as described 1 Dombey ef al. (1998) 1s that therr whole-
to-part framework integrates learning to read with real reading. Indeed there
is conclusive evidence now that the most effective literacy teachers use a
balance of approaches to the development of literacy and to reading m
particular (e.g. Pressley 1998).

What about developing fluency? Stephen again

Fluent reading mvolves reading words accurately, rapidly, and automat-
rcally in a way that frees the reader’s cognitive resources to concentrate on
meamung. However, more recent conceptions of fluency also include the
ability te group words appropriately mto meanmgful syntactic umits for
interpretation. Fluency requires the speedy use of punctuation and the deci-
sion as to where to place emphases to make 1 text make sense. The point s
that readers have to carry out these processes rapidly and without conscious
attention. Research evidence now shows that mEQEr continuous Improve-
ment in reading speed happens through practice (NRP 2000). Moreover,
there are two aspects worth identifying — accuracy of word recognition and
automaticity of word recognition. In the early stages of reading the bepin-
ner reader may be accurate in word recognition but the process 1s usually
stow and effortful. With increased practice and exposure to the* words in
the texts the pupil reads, word recognition contmues to be accurate but
improvements 1n speed and ease of word recognition are also evident. The
teacher has to balance both of these processes — accuracy and speed/expres-
sion or fluency. Accuracy 1s not enough to ensure fluency and without
fiuency, comprehension may be umpeded (INRP 2000: 3-8).

You will recall that the evidence to date on phonics suggests that older,
struggling readers like Stephen seem to benefit iess from phonics than their
younger counterparts who have not vet started to read independently. The
current thinking 1s that such children maght benefit from phonics wstruc-
tion combined with traiming m fluency. As wvirtually all our scholars
observed, Stephen’s reading lacked fluency most likely because he had to
concentrate on the words due to his lack of word identification skills. Ann
Browne referred to the need ‘to speed him up’ and Laura Huxford talked
about ‘luency building’. Fluency 1s seen as an important marker of a profic-
ent reader, vet teacher guidance on this facet of reading Is quite rare.

Slow readers, by definition, read fewer words per given amount of time
than readers who read at more normal rates. Thus, just to keep up with theuwr
classmates 1 the amount of reading done, these slower readers have to
invest considerably more time and energy n their reading. So tackling fluency
woukd seem to be a vital aspect of enhanang the reading proficiency of the
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struggling reader. Thinking of how slowly Stephen read and the fact that all
our scholars referred to the need to enhance his fluency, I found the sugges-
tions of Timothy Rasinski (2000) and Rasinski ef af. ( 1994) very helpful.

First, this 1s how he described the negative consequences at classroom
level of a hypothetical child like Stephen:

Imagine yourself as a fifth-grade [Year 5] student who is assigned to
read a 12-page chapter in a social studies book in school. Imagine also
that you are a disfluent or inefficient reader. You read at 58 words per
minute . . . or about half the rate of vour ciassmates. You begin read-
g as best you can, Like maost students, vou are well aware of what is
happening around you. You are about halfway through the passage,
and you notice that many of your classmates have fimished reading —
they are done and vou still have six pages to read. What do you do?
Do you pretend to have completed the assignmient even though you
haven’t read or comprehended the entire passage? Or, do you continue
reading knowing that by doing so you will be broadcasting your lack
of reading proficiency and making your classmates wait on you? Neither
solution 1s very paiatable, vet the problem is all too common. Even if
an assignment were made for home reading, the 60-minute reading
assignment for most students would become two hours of reading for
you. Checking out of the reading club may be just around the corner.
You may become a 9-vear-old . . . who claims never or hardly ever to
read for fun. And if vou don’t read, chances are your progress in
reading will continue to decelerate.

{Rasinski 2000: 147}

He and other reviewers like the National Reading Panel established that
slow reading s associated with poor comprehension and poor overall
reading performance. Citing research dating back over 60 vears Rasinski
suggests that faster readers tend to have better comprehension of what is
read and tend to be, overall, better readers.

Some proven strategies for enhancing fluency include guided repeated
oral readings, reading while listening or echo listening and reading in phrases.
All these approaches have pupils reading passages orally multipie times
while receiving feedback from peers, parents or teachers. These methods
have been tried and tested by research and found to be effective. The problem
for the class teacher, however, especially without the support of classroom
assistance, 15 that all these methods were originated for use in one-to-one or
small group settings. Rasinski advises, therefore, that teachers use other
proven, classroom-based approaches. He suggests modelling fluent read-
ng. Pupils need frequent opportunities to see and hear fluent reading and,
often, less fluent readers miss out on hearing other, fluent readers read as
they may be assigned to reading groups composed of non-fluent readers.
Choral reading is another means that 1s suitable for the regular classroom.
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Listening to tape recordings of a favourite book while following the text
has the advantage of allowing pupils to work on their fluency independ-
ently. Henrietta Dombey specifically mentions this approach.

Laura Huxford suggested Stephen nught look on to the next full stop,
then read to that. There i1s evidence that marking phrases or sentences in
the pupil’s text with a slash aids fluent reading. Reading short texts such
as poems, famous speeches, or popular songs marked n this way may
support a more smooth phrasing. If, as 1n Stephen’s case, the fack of fluency
1s due to lack of work recognition skill, then fluency is best promoted with
materials that they find relatively easy i terms of word recognition, The
use of easier texts allows the non-fluent reader to concentrate on expres-
ston. Both Ann Browne and Laura Huxford recommended the use of
simpler texts for Stephen to avoid having him read at frustration ievel,
It 1s 1important to find texts that are well within the reader’s independent-
Instructional range in order to promote fluency. Short, highly predictable
selections that are meant to be read aloud and with expression, such as
rhyming poetry, are ideal, Rasinski suggests, for deveioping fluency.

Topping (1987) found that paired reading could significantly accelerate
students’ reading fluency and overall proficiency. Rasinski used this approach
to good effect. He asked parents of struggling readers to engage 11 a form
of paired reading with thewr children for 10 to 15 minutes each evening.
Parents read a brief poem or passage to their children. This was followed
by the parent and child reading the text together several times and, finally,
the child reading the text to the parent. *

Laura Huxford also suggested a ‘buddy system’ for umproving Stephen’s
fluency and Teresa Grainger called the same idea ‘reading partnerships’,
Research has shown that ‘buddy reading’ 15 an excellent way to promote
fluency (Rasinski et al. 1994). In this the benefits of repeated readings and
paired reading are linked. Let’s take a Year 3 child like Stephen who Jacks
reading fluency. This child is paired with a Year 2 child who is aiso having
difficulty 1n reading. The Y3 child meets the Y2 child twice a week and
reads with her or him a passage from one of the Y2 child’s books for about
20 minutes. To plan for the encounter, the Y3 child needs to practise the
assigned passage (which will be somewnhat easier for her/him to read because
1t 1s at a difficulty level appropriate for Y2 child) so that he/she can read
1t with accuracy and expression with his/her partner. This may require
several readings of the passage. The Y3 child does this with enthusiasm
since 1t has a real purpose. Rasmski suggests the Y3 child first reads the
Ppassage to the partner, then they read it together once or twice, and then, if
ume allows, the Y2 child reads 1t while the partner follows along and
provides support and encouragement. His evidence shows that both chil-
dren gain from this experience as readers.

Finally, a ‘Readers Theatre’ performance (Tompkins 1997) 15 a dramatic

reading of a script by a group of pupils. Teresa Grainger also recommended
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this approach for Stephen. Pupils assume roies and rehearse reading the
script. During rehearsals the pupils practise reading a-particular character’s
lines 1 the script. They convey the mood and theme by using their voices
and facial expressions. Then the pupils give a performance of the script for
a group of children or another audience.

Should children be taught the alphabetic system early?

In an earlier section I mentioned Cunmngham’s critique of the conclusions
drawn by the National Reading Panel, and in particular his eritique of the
NRP’s clum that children should be taught the alphabetic system early.
The question 15: how important is 1t that children are able to use the aipha-
betic system early? In the light of the evidence discussed here, vou should be
in no doubt about the thinking of those who take a cognitive-psycholegical
perspective on reading m relation to the significance of early word recognition
skill. Tt 15 seen as vitally important.

This 1s so, they argue, because early attamment of decoding skill very
accurately predicts later reading comprehension (e.g. Clay 1979; Lesgold
and Resnick 1982; Juel 1988). The conciusion from this body of literature
seems to be that a child who does poorly in reading 1n the first vear of school
(after kindergarten or nursery/reception) s likely to continue to do pooriy.
There is also evidence that good 9-year-old readers from previous assessments
are likely to remamn good readers through secondary school { Juel 1991).

This 15 not surprising when you consider that research has found that
good decoders m Grade/Year | are exposed to about twice as many words
as poor decoders. Juel (1988) found that the in-school differences in expos-
ure to print continue 1 subsequent vears. These n-school differences in
exposure to print are then further compounded when you consider out-of-
schoal differences 1n reading. Interviews with the older, poor readers showed
that they read little because by now they had grown to dislike reading.
Also other research, cited i Juel (1991), suggests that m about middle
primary the major determmant of vocabulary growth 1s the amount of free
reading. In interpreting this downward spiral and labelling 1t the ‘Matthew
effect’, Stanovich (1986: 381) says ‘the rich get rcher”

The effect of reading volume on vocabulary growth, combined with
the large skill difference in reading volume, could mean a ‘rich get
richer’, or cumulative advantage, phenomenon is almost nextric-
ably embedded within the devetopmental course of reading progress.
The very children who are reading well and who have good vocabul-
aries will read more, learn more word meanings, and hence read even
better. Children with inadequate vocabulaties — who read slowly and
without enjoyment — read less, and as a result have slower development

Words matter 101

of vocabulary knowledge, which inhibits further growth in reading
ability.

The message we need to take from this is that acquiring the alphabetic
principle early 1s mmportant. However, we need to bear i mund that the
best way of achieving this in the classroom 1s by building meaningfully on
what the iearner atready knows. This would require the integration of print
knowledge with real reading for meaning, as I have emphasized at various
points above,

Developing comprehension sirategies in the classroom

There 15 one other unportant aspect of reading to which this school of
thought made a significant contribution and here David Wray’s own research
1s especially important i England. This 15 comprehension. In discussing
Stephen’s needs David Wray emphasized the importance of having a wider
choice of reading material available to him. He talked about the importance
of nen-fiction texts, especially for boys, and he mentioned the tendency on
the part of some teachers to privilege story or fiction. In addition he talked
about the tmportance of silent reading and finding wavys (other than oral
reading) for Stephen to demonstrate what he can do with text. He would
encourage Stephen’s teacher to use silent reading and to foster his compre-
hension strategies. )

Comprehension has not typically been taught well in schools, often being
relegated to subjects other than English or reading lessons and, as I mentioned
i Part One, studies of practice by Her Majesty’s Inspectors in Engiand high-
lighted the need for more effective ways of promoting children’s compre-
hension and information-seeking skills. Indeed it 15 likely that you cannot
recall any time when vou were taught comprehenston m an explicit way. k
1s most fikely that you experienced lessons where comprehension was tested
r.e. where a typrcai comprehension lesson consisted of reading a piece of prose
and then answering mostly literal questions and possibly some inferential
questions about its content. In the past teachers typically did not show
pupils strategies they could use in reading to compreiiend what they read.

The idea behind more explicit teaching of comprenension 15 that it can
be unproved by teaching pupils to use specific cognitive strategies. Such
strategies are designed to guide pupils to become aware of how they are
understanding as they read, and uitimately to read demanding text inde-
pendently of the teacher. OQur better understanding of cogition, 1.e. of how
people come to know and understand things, has led to the development of
practical strategies for improving comprehension. Furthermore, the research
evidence {see NRP 2000) demonsirates that pupils at all skill levels benefit
from being taught comprehension strategies.
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Comprehenston is complicated and jt requures a correspondingly complic-
ated set of educational strategies to foster 1t effectively 1n the classroom
(Pressley 2000). Rather surprisingly, in view of its significance, how children
learn to comprehend text only began to be studied screntifically in the past
thirty years. Although the cognitive-psychological school designed and
tested thearetically based strategies for the development of comprehension
In the classroom and demonstrated the need to teach comprehension, you
will see how the psycho-linguistic perspective also informed this line of
enqury. Much of the research that has been conducted conceptualizes read-
ing as a purposeful, active, meamng-secking process. According to this
view, a reader reads a text to take a message from what is read, to construct
memory representations of what is understood, and to put all that te some
use (NRP 2000: 4-39). First, | will briefly describe some concepts that
underpin the pedagogical approaches detailed in this section, the first of
which owes much to the psycho-linguistic school. Most of this section,
however, will be devoted to strategies for the promotion of comprehen-
sion 1n the classroom.

Schema theory: the significance of prior knowledge

Scherna theory 1s a theory about the way knowledge 15 structured and
stored 1 memory (Rumelhart 1980; Pearson and Stephens 1994; Pressley
2000). A central tenet of schema theory 1s that much of what we know 13
stored in compiex relational structures known as schemata (i.e. the plural
for schema). Schemata are like contamers into which we store particular
experiences we have. The schema for chair 1s stored 1 our chair schema.
The schema for a wedding ceremony 1s stored n our wedding ceremony
schema. Thus, the schema for wedding inciudes 1ts purpose — so two peo-
ple can get married — where 1t happens — 1n a church or a registry office —
who attends — bride and groom, guests etc. Schema theory explains not
only how and where we store information n memory but also how we
establish relations between one schema and another, and this enables us to
understand events easily. So for example, once you encounter a small part
of the wedding ceremony schema, like the bride’s dress, this activated
scherna causes reasonable inferences to be made about other possible details
of the event — the groom, the bridesmaid and so on. Schematic processing
1s top-down 1n that the higher order process is triggered first and this
triggers attention to the details. :

Schematic processing influences comprehension of events around us from
carly 1n life and 1t 1s this knowledge that allows readers to draw inferences
from text that includes information refated to their schematic knowledge.
Thus the richer a child’s world experiences {(whether reai or vicarious 1.e.
via reading, TV, etc.) the stronger the schematic knowledge base (Pressley
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2000). Clearly, another term for schematic knowledge 1s prior knowledge ~
something the psycho-lingwsts greatly stressed. Schema theory fits well
with the constructivist notion of learning, that all learners build thewr own
meanings. In terms of comprehending written language, this means that
the prior knowledge the reader brings to the text is crucially important and
the implication is that the location of meamng is problematic. Where 15
meaning actually located? How can meaming now reside in the text? Does it
reside 1n the reader who constructs her or his unique mterpretation of the
text based on her or his prior experiences? Or 1s it somewhere i between,
1n the mtecaction between the reader and the text?

But, for NOW, YOu can appreclate the situation where a reader’s inter-
pretation may be too text-based or too reader-based (Tierney and Pearson
1994). In the former case it may be that certamn conditions of schooling
predispose the reader to give such mdependent status to the text 1t 15
entirely divorced {fom the reader's prior knowledge. The task of reading
15 seen as having little to do with the person’s personal life or lived experi-
ences. What can a teacher do in such arcumstances? Cloze procedure
exercises that require exact word replacements would obviousty encourage
such thinking. Cloze procedure exercises are used to develop and assess
text comprehension. The teacher selects an excerpt of say 300 words from
a text — mformational book, textbook or storybook. Then s/he deletes
say every fifth word in the passage and the task for the pupils is to use
therr knowledge of the topic or narrative, of word order m English, and of
the meaning of words within sentences to decide on the mussiiig words
In the passage. Variations on this procedure include deleting the content
waords, deleting phrases or even whole sentences. Cloze procedure exer-
cises that mvite discussion of plausible words, phrases and full sentences
would suggest a more personally creative and individual response demand-
ing more integration with the reader’s previous knowledge and experi-
ences. Pupils work m groups or individually and they discuss and justify
their selections. Another technigue 1s to ask pupils to say what they think
of when they hear the word x (the topic of the text they are about to read),
Jottig down all the suggestions and perhaps categorizing them n some
way. Then they read the passage or the chapter to learn more about x.
They return to thewr own original categories and now they add to them
on the basis of their new knowledge. What this kind of activity offers i
@ demonstration of pupils’ pre-existing schema, new learnings from the
text, and the link between new and old knowledge (Tierney and Pearson
1994).

The reader who tends to be too reader-based needs to attend more care-
fully to the text, to self-monitor (see below?, perhiaps to take notes, and to
underline key ideas.

Unsurprisingly, good readers use their relevant prior knowiedge to
make sense of what they read and weak readers frequentiy undermine their




104 Listerung to Stephen read

comprehenston by bringing n irrelevant prior knowledge and linking it to
the text. But comprehension does not always occur via schematic knowledge.
Sometimes comprehension occurs from the bottom up with the reader
working through many separate ideas or propositions 1 the text so you
end up with networks of ideas or propositions. In either case — whether
through schematic processing or developing a network of propositions —
the process 15 automatic and largely unconscious.

Conscious comprehension processing: what do readers do?

We now know that sophisticated readers use a range of strategies as they
read texts. David Wray and Maureen Lewis (1997) offer a very useful
description, based on thewr own research with teachers, of the kind of
mental activities that go on as we Interact with texts, specifically non-
fichon texts. They called thesr project Extending Interactions with Texts
(EXIT). Here are the mental actrvities mvolved:

i Eliciting previous knowledge (the use of KWL grids are helpful here -
see below).

2 Establishing a purpose (they suggest the purpose should be precise so

for example ‘to find out about dinosaurs’ may be too vague; it might be

better to have a purpose such as ‘find out about the size of dinosaurs so

I'can draw scale pictures of them on the wall chart’).

Locating information,

Adopting an appropriate strategy (here modelling might be useful, see

below).

5 Interacting with text (e.g. underlimng, highlighting, nuimbering, cloze
procedure}.

6 Montoning understanding.

7 Making a record (e.g. notetaking).

8 Evaluating wmformation (e.g recognizing when information mught be
dated, wrong).

9 Assisting memory.

10 Communicating information.

0

Teaching strategies for fostering some of these specific mental activities are
described below.

Duffy, another researcher in this feld, argues that comprehension strate-
gres are not skills that can sunply be taught by drill methods, rather they are
ptans for constructing meaning (Duffy ei al. 1998). Bewmg strategic 1s not
sumply about knowing the strategies — like sumimnarizing, self-questioning,
predicting based on prior knowledge ~ but about knowing how and when
to apply them. 1t 1s not surprising therefore that comprehension develop-~
ment 18 a long-term project. Pupils need more than mere practice in the
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application of these strategies; they need opportumties to see the vaiune of
them and to apply them flexibly.

Pressiey (2000) suggests that unless the reader can recognize most words
n the text automatically, 1t will be impossible to apply reading comprehen-
s1on strategies effectively. His first piece of advice, therefore, 1s to teach
decoding skills and encourage the development of sight words. He also
suggests the teaching of vocabulary. The NRP's review of effective vocabul-
ary mstruction recommends that vocabulary should be taught directly and
indirectly. There 15 a need for direct teaching of vocabulary that 15 required
for a specific text to be read as part of a lesson. The more connections that
can be made to a specific word or term, the better that word or term is
learned. Pre-teaching of vocabulary in reading tessons has been shown to
have a significant effect on learning outcomes (NRP 2000: 4-25),

Ways of developing comprehension in the classroom

There are two key elements of comprehension: first, knowing the strat-
egies and second, knowing when to use them. Drawing mostiy on the
work of Pressiey (2000), Gaskins and Gaskins (1997), Wray and Lewis (1997)
and the work of the National Reading Panel (2000), 1 will begin by out-
liung some mmportant tried and tested strategres and then 1 will describe
reciprocal teaching’ or ‘multiple strategy teaching” which 15 designed to
promote the coordination of several cognitive strategies. The latter is about
adapting cognitive strategies and using them flexibly according to the
demands of the situation.

Teaching that is explicit and informed: summarizing

All readers benefit from explicit teaching but i1 13 even more impertant for
poor readers like Stephen who may not discover concepts, skilis and strat-
egtes on their own as good readers often do. Teaching that 1s explicit and
wformed means explaining clearly what the concept or skill is that you are
trying to develop in your pupils, how and when they could use 1t, and why
it is important. Having pupils informed about 1ts usefulness has been found
to be wmportant for their ability to transfer what has been iearned to new
situations. Here 15 how Gaskins and Gaskins (1997: 151-2) imagine the
dialogue for explicitly introducing a new strategy:

- 'What': Today we are gowg to learn . . . What this means 1s . . |
— "Why" This 15 an important strategy because . . .
— “When': You can wvse this strategy when . . . Tomorrow | want you

to tell me a time during reading when you applied the strategy we
are learning today.
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= ‘How": The teacher next tells the students exactly how to do the
strategy, being very explicit about the self-talk (what students should
say to themselves as they employ the strategy) and usually illustrat-
ng the use of the strategy with a personal experience.

They go on to describe how one teacher ntroduced sumimarizing as a way
to seif-monitor.

Teacher: Today we are gotng to learn a strategy for self-momtoring. What
this means 15 we are going to learn one way to figure out whether we
understand what we are reading. Why do you think 1t is inportant to
self~-monitor as you read?

Student: Because reading has got to make sense and, if it doesn't, you've
got to fix 1.

Studeni: Because if you don’t think about what you're reading, vou won't
know what vou're read when you get through.

Studeni; Strategies keep yvou actively mvolved.

Teacher: Those are fine reasons. You seem to be saying that 1t 15 important
that you take some Kind of strategic mental action while you are reading
to be sure that you are making meamng. SeHf-momtoring 1s a strategy
you cail use whenever you read . . . One way I self-monitor 15 to read a
portion of text, then stop and trvy to say in my own words what the
mmportant points were that | just read ... find when I just say the
summary to myself, [ sometimes kid myself into thinking that I under-
stand when 1 don’t. Therefore, when the mformation is new to me and it
18 important that [ understand what | am reading, I usually not only say
the summary to myself, but, after I say 1t, T write the summary, When [
can’t write a summary of what I read m my own words, then 1t usually
means | didn’t understand it . .. photocopied one of the chapters so we
could work on 1t together. Follow along as I read the first page and think
aloud about the main point 1n each paragraph, then I'll try to pull these
mam powmnts together to check my understanding.

These researchers have tramed teachers to walk pupils through how to use
the strategies. The teachers trained in this way do not expect that their pupils

already know how to do such things as summarze, predict, mfer and
self-monitor.

Question generation and asking ‘why’ questions

Without guidance young readers are unlikely to question themselves as
they read, The purpose of helping pupils to generate questions as they
read s to enable them to construct better memory representations of the
text contents. If you encourage, and model for pupils, self-guestioning
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while reading, you help them to integrate parts of the text and gain a
deeper understanding of the text. There 1s strong scientific evidence that
teaching pupils to question as they read promotes reading comprehension
i terms of memory, answering questions based on the text, grasping the
mam idea, and summarizing the text. Pupils can be encouraged to ask
themselves why, how, when, where, which, and who kinds of questions
as they read.

Exposttory text or non-fiction or fact-filled text can be made much more
memorable by encouraging pupils to ‘why question’ and answer themselves
about why the facts in the text are sensible. This approach 15 especially
beneficial for pupils in middle and upper primary grades. The reason this
approach 1s so successful is because it taps pupils’ relevant prior knowledge
or existing schema and encourages them to link what they read in the text
with thetr previous experiences and understandings.

One particularly successful question-generating strategy, developed by
Ogle (1986}, 1s the K-W-L strategy, or Know, Wani-to-Know, Learned.
This has since been recommended by severil reading theorists mcluding
David Wray. It can be used with the whole class, small groups or by a
single individual. Before a non-fiction text is read the pupils brainstorm ail
they know about the topic, and list these facts as bullet points 1 a chart
that 1s ruled into three column headings as follows:

What we know What we want to know What we learned

The first column is about activating prior knowliedge. Under the second
column the pupils generate some questions they think the text might address.
This part requires them to think about questions, to predict and to reflect
on the information that 1s needed. Following therr reading of the text
{either silently or as a shared activity) they summarize, using bullet points
agan, the mamn points they have learned from the text. Here they have to
reflect, consolidate, evaluate and summarize. Some writers (Yopp and Yopp
2001) have added a fourth colummn to the chart requesting pupils to record
how they felt about the material in the text and how they plan to use the
information they have learned.

Mental imagery

Visualization 1s often recommended by psychologists as a means of pre-
parng to cope m a new situation. For example, if your new expertence is
to attend what you suspect will be a challenging mterview or to teach a
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difficule class, 1t 15 suggested that the act of visualizing yourself suc-
cessfully operating in that situation helps you to adapt to its demands,
Mental imagery 1n comprehension 1s not unlike that. In lmagery training
for comprehension, the pupils are taught to construct a visual image to
represent the text as they read it. To do this requires an interpretation of
the text. This is especially suited to a situation where what 1s to be read is
a short passage or even a sentence. Imagery traming improves memory and
assists connection making as well as supporting inferential reasoming, The
idea 15 that the constructed umage serves to embed the text’s meaning in
HIemory,

Graphic organizer

This 15 a diagram of the concepts and their relationships m the text which
can be cither fiction or non-fiction — often referred to as a story map, if
fiction. The graphic aid or diagram helps pupils to focus on text structure
while reading and assists them in writing summaries. You show your learn-
ers how to create a graphic organization of their ideds. For example, you
could provide a graphic metaphor like a picture of an umbrella for the
main ideas. Another might be a circle where the centre of the circle has

the main idea of the story or passage with other ideas written 1 around
the main idea.

Story structure and story thapping

Story structure and mapping are ways of helping the reader identify the
content of the story and the way 1t is orgamzed into a plot structure.
Understanding that a story 1s orgamzed as a set of episodes with a setting,
a series of events, reactions, goals, attempts, and outcomes, helps the reader
understand the who, what, where, when, and why of stories as well as

what rappened (NRP 2000: 4-88). Essentially you teach pupils how to ask
and answer five mam questions:

I Who is the main character?

2 Where and when did the story oceur?
3 What did the maimn characters do?

4 How did the story end?

5 How did the main character feel?

Pupils are heiped to construct a story map by recording the setting,
noting the problem, identifying the goal and the action that was taken, and
stating the outcome of the events. This strategy proved to be especially
heipful with iess able readers. More able readers may not need such explicit
teaching.
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Multiple strategy teaching: reciprocal teaching

Reciprocal teaching 1s itended to help pupils adopt a flexible approach to
comprehension strategy use. It 1s designed to help thern understand how to
study and learn from text (Palinscar and Brown 1984). The job of the
teacher here 1s to show and give practice to pupils 1 the use of four strat-
egies: prediction, questioning, seeking clarification when confused, and
sumrtnarizing. It 1s best to ensure that the pupils know and can use each of
these strategies on their own first. You can do this through teacher modei-
ling, thinking out loud, direct explanation, and giving pienty of guided
practice 1n the usc of the strategies (see above example about summarizing).
If, for example, the strategy is predicting, you might model the process of
predicting — you think out loud about what clues are being used to make 2
prediction, why yvou {or some pupils) selected a particular clue, and how
you or they put the clues together to make a prediction. What this involves
1s making the mental processes, that are usually hidden from view, overt.

Reciprecal teaching 15 most swited to a small group situation. For con-

verience a reciprocal teaching lesson can be described in six steps (Herrmann
1988: 27-8)

1 Read the text title and invite the pupils to say what they expect to learn
from the text. Summanize the group’s predictions.

2 Read a few paragraphs of the text aloud.

3 Ask a question about the content. Discuss the answers. Invite the group
to pose their own guestions. :

4 Summarize what has been read by noting the gist of the section and
explan how you arrived at this summary. Invite comments on vour
summary from the group.

5 Lead a discussion to clarify any words or ideas that are unclear or
confusing.

6 Signal preparation to move on to the next section of the text by eliciting
predictions regarding upcoming content. Select a pupil to be the next
‘teacher”

The cognitive-psychological perspective and the National
Literacy Strategy

Current literacy policy i England is hugely mfuenced by the cogmitive-
psychotogical perspective discussed above. In this section, | will refer to the
nature of that mfluence.

Where is the mmfluence of a cognitive-psychological perspective? It is evid-
ent in two key respects that bear on the content of the literacy curriculum.
First, the emphasis on word recogmtion, and within that on phonologicai
awareness, and second, the emphasis on comprehension n the text—ievel
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work. The evidence discussed in this Part would support the status that the
NLS accords to word recognition. The development ofthe beginner reader’s
spelling-sound knowiedge by engaging i activities and with texts that lay
bare the alphabetic principle is a kev message of tiie cognitive-psychotogical
school. In the NLS, there are 14 precise objectives associated with word-ievel
work to be achieved by children in thesr first vear of school; a further 14 in
term one of their second year; and a total of 87 up to the end of the vear n
which they reach seven vears of age — all to be addressed in the specified
sequence. Furthier sets of objectives are prescribed for these children 1o
sentence-ievel and text-ievel work.

What teachers have to do during the 15 minutes of word-level work,
which. the Strategy says 1s to take place in a whole-class setting, bears on
content, sequence and objectives:

There must be a systematic, reguiar and frequent teaching of phonolo-
gicat awareness, phonics and spelling throughout Key Stage i. Teachers
should follow the progression set out in the word level objectives
carefully. It sets out both an order of teaching and the expectations for
what pupils should achieve by the end of each term.

(DfEE 1998a: 11}

While there is a strong emphasis i the NLS on the systematic teaching
of word recognition via phomcs, there are also several references to the
importance of the application of this knowledge so 1t is meaningful to the
tearner. All of this fits with the research reviewed above.

What 1s less easy to justify in the Strategy is the prescriptive nature of the
pedagogy designed to achieve that content. The NLS seems to be more
prescriptive about sequence and organization of learming than the evidence
reviewed 1 this Part of the book would sustain {and as we noted in Part
One it 15 out of step with the principles of whoie language), For example,
the NRP suggests the evidence supporis the teaching of phionemic aware-
ness to small groups of learners whereas the NLS tends to place more
emphasis on large groups t.e. whote-class work (DfES 2001). To be fair it
also emphasizes the use of m_ﬁmzlmno:v work but the strong emphasis on
whole-class teaching might be considered questionable given that all chil-
dren in the class may not have the same phonological tearming needs. |
should point out though that the evidence from the NRP in relation to the
development of phonic knowledge, unlike that of phonemic ¥nowledge, 15
that there appears to be no significant difference between different organiza-
tional arrangements 1.e. the review found no effectiveness difference between
small-group and whole-class organizational strategyes.

The sequence of phonologicat development specified by the NLS could
be problematic msofar as the evidence currentiy available s neither defimt-
fve about the best sequence nor the amount, There is some evidence to
suggest that a littie phonological awareness goes a long way and it may be
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that, with the emphasis on delivery m a whole-class setting, the NLS over-
emphasizes 1t, at least for some children. Finally m relation to this particuiar
aspect, you could question the balance between the part-to-whole and the
whole-to-part nature of the actrvities and games, or, to use the language of
much of the literature reviewed above, the bottom-up versus top-down
emphasis. There 1s a very strong emphasis on part-to-whole or synthetic
phonics and considerably less on whole-to-part or analytic phonics. There
15 evidence now that both are needed. However, this evidence was not
available at the tume the Strategy was being devejoped.

The NLS places considerable emphasis on comprehension and on reading
for information. Leaving aside the prescriptive nature of the pedagogy, the
emphasis on text comprehension 1s entirely consistent with the evidence
from this perspective on reading.




PART THREE
A SOCIO-CULTURAL
PERSPECTIVE




